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Abstract 
 
The period known as the “nadir” of the African American experience—roughly 
between 1880 and 1920—happens to coincide with the matriculation of the first African 
American students at the predominantly white University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign (U of I). Most research conducted on the African American student 
experience at the U of I focuses on the Civil Rights-Black Power years, but few studies 
have examined the experiences of the earliest students—specifically African American 
women students—during the early twentieth century. These women created and sustained 
their own organizations—Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc., Gamma Chapter, and later, 
Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Inc., Alpha Nu Chapter—to address the educational, social, 
and cultural needs of African American women students on campus. In conjunction with 
African American male students, they established a Negro Intelligentsia lecture series, 
along with an African American student magazine, The College Dreamer, to promote 
African American culture on campus and to showcase the intellectual achievements of 
African American students across the country. In addition, African American women 
students participated on the Interracial Commission of the Young Women’s Christian 
Association (YWCA) to educate the campus and Urbana-Champaign community on 
issues concerning race and to improve race relations on campus.  
This dissertation explores the multifaceted ways in which the earliest African 
American women students cultivated a collective consciousness while laying the 
foundation for their sense of agency, leadership development, and subsequent 
campus/community involvement. It also examines how the Gamma Chapter of Alpha 
Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc. served as a conduit through which the University, as well as 
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the chapter members, recruited more African American women to attend the U of I. 
Moreover, this dissertation investigates the historical experiences of African American 
women, the obstacles they encountered, and the manner in which they confronted those 
obstacles in pursuing higher education at the U of I. It provides a framework for 
understanding the subsequent activism of African American students at the U of I during 
the Civil Rights-Black Power years. 
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Chapter 1 
 
The Emergence of African American Student Life at the University of Illinois  
 
African American students gained entrée into predominantly white institutions of 
higher education (PWIs) in noticeably increasing numbers during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. This uptick in African American student enrollment happens to 
coincide with an upsurge in racial hostility and violence in the United States (U.S.). Amid 
this burgeoning racial tension, African American students not only matriculated at PWIs 
in increasing numbers, but they sought to improve race relations, promote black culture, 
and push for access and equitable representation in student life on campus. Yet, this 
group, specifically the African American women students, lacks adequate representation 
in both American educational history and African American history. An investigation of 
black student life during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries at the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (U of I or University) uncovers an 
overlooked but critical segment of black educational history. It provides a snapshot in the 
panorama of black student activism occurring across the nation at the time. This study 
displays the pivotal role this particular group of African American women students 
played in the struggle for racial equality on a predominantly white, Midwestern college 
campus and in American society. 
The period ranging from the 1880s through the 1920s—when the U of I truly 
became a modern university—encompasses an era in U.S. history commonly known as 
the “nadir” of American race relations. A term coined by historian Rayford Logan, he 
argues that during the period between the end of Reconstruction and the dawn of the 
twentieth century, white Southerners launched a reign of terror to reestablish the racial 
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order of the antebellum years. White Southerners enacted the Black Codes and political 
disfranchisement, established white supremacy groups, and imposed unjust labor 
conditions to stifle the economic progress of African Americans.1 The number of 
lynchings soared to an all-time high, and the infamous Plessy v. Ferguson decision of 
1896 cemented legal segregation and subsequent Jim Crow laws.   
However, this time marked the first attempt to admit a growing aggregate of 
African American students into white colleges and universities. In 1887, the U of I 
admitted its first African American student, Jonathan A. Rogan, who stayed for just one 
year.2 William Walter Smith became the first African American to graduate in 1900.3 
Maudelle Tanner Brown graduated, with honors, in 1906 becoming the first African 
American woman to obtain a degree from the U of I.4 African American students 
organized their first registered student organization in 1913.5 In a period known for horrid 
race relations and increasing racial violence, African American students became 
recognized as a collective at PWIs. Yet, little is known about their educational, social, 
and cultural collegiate experiences. This study seeks to address this dearth in the 
literature and contribute to the research on the history of African Americans in higher 
education. 
                                                
1 Rayford Logan, The Negro in American Life and Thought: The Nadir, 1877-1901 (New York: The Dial 
Press, Inc., 1954), 8. 
 
2 Winton Solberg, The University of Illinois, 1894-1904: The Shaping of the University (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2000), 48. 
 
3 University of Illinois, Illio (Urbana, IL, 1901), 59. 
 
4 University of Illinois, Illio (Urbana, IL, 1907), 49. 
5 Editorial, “College Men Organize in Champaign, Ill.,” Defender (Chicago, IL), March 1, 1913, 1. 
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While a scarcity of literature exists on the collegiate experiences of African 
American male students during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, an even 
smaller portion of the educational historiography has been devoted to the experiences and 
activities of African American women students. This group faced obstacles associated 
with both race and gender. Yet, they made meaningful contributions to student life at 
predominantly white coeducational institutions. As this study will later display, African 
American women students understood that education was key to racial progress and 
recognized that they occupied a place of privilege within black communities as a result of 
their education. They felt obligated to the communities that supported them in their 
educational endeavors and strove for high scholastic achievement. In recognizing their 
obligation to their communities, these women sought to expand access to higher 
education at the U of I for more African American women students through their efforts 
to establish permanent housing and student organizations. Essentially, these women 
augmented the growth rate of subsequent African American women students at the U of 
I.  
The notion of academic achievement for African American women during this 
time is compelling given the social, economic, and political context of race and gender in 
the U.S. Equal educational opportunity for women was still a radical concept. African 
American women bore a heavier burden, especially in accessing and attaining higher 
education. This study explores the educational history of African American women at the 
U of I between 1901 and 1939, when the first known African American women enrolled 
through the Great Depression decade. This research on the earliest African American 
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women students at the U of I provides one example, among many, of the agency 
displayed by a disadvantaged group in their struggle for racial and gender equality.  
During the first several decades of the U of I’s existence, it primarily maintained a 
student demography of white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant males. The University made no 
substantial commitment to matriculating African Americans or women. The earliest 
white women students struggled to find their place at the University. Similarly, African 
American women students experienced their own struggles. The few enrolled African 
American women students had no significant academic or social support. However, some 
of these students managed to navigate through this racially hostile and gender-isolating 
environment earning baccalaureate degrees. At a time when race relations were at an all-
time low, how did African American students, specifically women students, persist at 
predominantly white colleges and universities? More to the point, how were the 
educational, cultural, and social experiences of African American women students 
affected by the racial climate in the U.S. and on college campuses? Specifically, I focus 
on the U of I in understanding the educational history of its earliest African American 
women as a case study within the larger context of the history of African American 
women at predominantly white coeducational colleges and universities during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
History of the University of Illinois 
“The University of Illinois was the product of a revolution in American life,” 
proclaims Winton Solberg, the University’s preeminent historian. Established soon after 
the Civil War and at a time when the nation was transitioning from an agricultural- to an 
industrial-based economy, Illinois Industrial University—the University of Illinois’ 
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original name—came into being after much debate about what constitutes a modern 
university. Critical of the antebellum college, educational reformers sought to couple a 
utilitarian curriculum with the classical curriculum of the old-time college. However, in 
Illinois, a territory comprised mainly of farmers, residents envisioned a university 
tailored to improving agricultural methods. These debates, along with federal and state 
legislation, produced the chartering of Illinois Industrial University in March 1867. 
Illinois Industrial University was a product of the land grant college movement, of 
which Jonathan B. Turner of Illinois was a strong proponent. Decades passed before the 
Illinois General Assembly furnished the means to establish an industrial college in 
Illinois, partially due to the lack of support from Illinois residents. By 1867, the 
overwhelming majority of Illinois residents were Southern white migrants who held to 
the belief of education as a private venture, rejecting tax-supported public education and 
enabling the creation of denominational schools like Shurtleff and McKendree colleges to 
serve as the primary higher education institutions in Illinois. Only three percent of Illinois 
residents came from New England territories, which held a more progressive view of 
education. 
In February 1867, Congress voted to establish Illinois Industrial University and 
passed the Organic Act, which notably disregarded language concerning the inclusion of 
African Americans and women.6 Although Jonathan B. Turner opposed slavery publicly, 
there is no evidence showing he made a concerted effort to include African Americans in 
his original plans for Illinois Industrial University. 
                                                
6 Winton Solberg, The University of Illinois, 1867-1894: An Intellectual and Cultural History (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1968), 81. 
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The first students enrolled at the University numbered fifty—most of which were 
from Champaign County—and quickly grew to seventy-seven. The first women—fifteen 
in number—attended in the fall of 1870. That number grew to ninety over the next few 
years and remained consistent until the end of the first regent John Milton Gregory’s 
term. The vast majority of students who attended were not academically prepared for a 
collegiate education. Their lack of preparation stemmed from the lack of adequate 
secondary schools in Illinois. Most Illinois residents did not endorse tax-supported public 
education at the time, and only a scant number of Illinoisans attended private schools. 
Ironically, higher education began to expand before secondary education was sufficiently 
developed in Illinois. Concerning the student body, “[t]he Gregorians, the students in the 
period to 1880, were fairly homogeneous in their backgrounds, attitudes, and 
expectations. Most were raw Illinois youths reared in homes of conventional piety, little 
(if any) literature, and no intellectual atmosphere.”7 No African American students 
attended during Gregory’s tenure as regent, although in a speech on the “Education of the 
Colored Race,” Gregory appeared sympathetic to the educational and political plight of 
African Americans and acknowledged their will to learn when he stated, “The freedmen, 
from the hour of their emancipation, have shown a strong desire for education.”8 Yet, 
Illinois Industrial University still lacked visionary leaders who could create and sustain a 
viable, modern university in Urbana-Champaign with equal opportunity for African 
Americans and women. 
                                                
7 Ibid., 168. 
 
8 “Manuscripts on Negro Education, 1882” (John M. Gregory Papers, 1838-1898, Record Series 2/1/1 Box 
5, University of Illinois Archives, Urbana, Illinois). 
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Between the years of 1867 and 1894, the University of Illinois experienced the 
leadership of three presidents with varying philosophies of education. The first, John M. 
Gregory, held moderate views of educational reform. He promoted industrial education, 
but not at the expense of classical education. He believed both were necessary to provide 
the best possible education for undergraduates. In many ways the second president, Selim 
Hobart Peabody, was more conservative. He enforced the culture of the old-time college 
by championing classical education, establishing a stringent code of conduct for students, 
and abolishing the Household Science Department for women, among other things. The 
rate of attendance for women students decreased during Peabody’s tenure. One African 
American student, Jonathan A. Rogan, enrolled during his administration in 1887 and 
stayed only one year. After Peabody’s resignation, Thomas Jonathan Burrill took his 
place as acting president until the Board of Trustees could secure a replacement. Solberg 
credits Burrill as being responsible for “laying the foundations of a distinctly modern 
type of university at Urbana, and it is quite possible that the Board erred in selecting 
Draper rather than Burrill.”9 During his three-year stint as president, Burrill increased 
student enrollment dramatically, supported the growth of Greek-letter societies and 
athletics, improved student-faculty relations, and “restored peace to the campus” after the 
turmoil surrounding Peabody’s resignation.10 Like his predecessor John Gregory, no 
African American students enrolled during the years of Burrill’s presidency. The first few 
decades of the University’s existence experienced more ebbs than flows concerning the 
advancement of African American and women’s education.   
                                                
9 Solberg, An Intellectual and Cultural History, 331. 
 
10 Ibid., 385.  
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The fourth president of the University, Andrew Sloan Draper, oversaw the 
expansion of undergraduate programs and the enrollment of more African American 
students than the previous presidents combined, although explicitly he did not endorse 
the higher education of African Americans. In fact, Solberg contends, “He [Draper] 
subscribed to the prevalent idea of Anglo-Saxon supremacy, which held that the 
American nation, settled largely by people from northwestern Europe and Great Britain, 
had a unique capacity for self-government and a civilizing mission in the world. The 
creed called for cultural assimilation rather than cultural pluralism”.11 This mentality was 
not uncommon, as the majority of whites and many African Americans believed 
gradualism was the most effective means of racial progress during this time.  
Draper did not address directly the issue of African American education, but he 
did support higher education for women. Draper “called for the development of 
humanities and kindred lines of learning to attract more women students to the 
campus.”12 With the help of university trustees Lucy Flower and Julia Holmes Smith—
the first women to hold any statewide public office in Illinois—along with the Illinois 
Federation of Women’s Clubs and other supporters, Draper created the Women’s 
Department, as well as the Department of Home Economics, which attracted more 
women students to the University. 
It deserves special mention that the English, Music, Domestic Science, and 
Library Science departments gained traction during the decade of Draper’s presidency. 
Women comprised the vast majority of students in these departments. By 1902, women 
                                                
11 Winton Solberg, The University of Illinois, 1894-1904: The Shaping of the University (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2000), 9. 
 
12 Ibid., 22. 
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represented thirty percent of the undergraduate student body.13 By this time, they also had 
formed their own literary, athletic, and fraternal organizations. Shortly after the 
University’s opening, white women students created the Alethenai Literary Society and 
later formed Kappa Alpha Theta and Pi Beta Phi fraternities for women in 1895. White 
women students began carving a permanent space for themselves on campus by the late 
1890s. 
The first known African American women enrolled at the University under 
Draper’s administration. The first two women enrolled in 1901. Bertha Bernadine Owens 
was a “special,” or non degree-seeking student and matriculated during the 1901-02 
school year and again in 1908. Myrtle Lucy Moss enrolled as a traditional student and 
completed a total of three years without earning a degree. In 1906, Maudelle Tanner 
Brown became the first African American woman to graduate, earning her baccalaureate 
degree in mathematics after three years of study.14 The University would not graduate 
another African American woman until six years later in 1912. To be sure, educational 
opportunity for African American women at the U of I lagged tremendously during the 
institution’s earliest decades, but during the early twentieth century, African American 
women began making minor strides toward educational progress. 
Relevant Literature 
 Although many scholars have researched the educational history of African 
American students at the University of Illinois, no one has focused primarily on the 
women students or on the U of I’s earliest students during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. David Reed wrote a Master’s thesis on the history of African 
                                                
13 Ibid., 47. 
 
14 Ibid., 48-9. 
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American male student athletes from the 1900s through the 1960s.15 Deirdre Cobb-
Roberts wrote a dissertation on race and higher education at the U of I during the 1940s 
and 1950s.16 In addition, Carrie Franke wrote her dissertation on race relations on campus 
during the 1940s to 1960s.17 Last, but not least, Joy Ann Williamson-Lott published 
extensively on African American students during the Black Power era of the 1960s and 
1970s.18 Other scholars have conducted research involving African American students, 
albeit to a lesser degree. 
 While these scholars provide rigorous historical analyses of African American 
students, only Cobb-Roberts incorporates a critique of gender as a central factor in her 
analysis. Except for Reed’s study on African American male student athletes, all of the 
other research focuses on the Civil Rights-Black Power years. This dissertation makes its 
contribution at the intersection of the prior research conducted. It will incorporate a race, 
class, and gender analysis of the experiences of African American women students at the 
dawn of the twentieth century when most of the earliest African American students 
enrolled. Moreover, this research will ultimately insert the missing, yet critical, piece of 
the tapestry of African American student life at the U of I. 
                                                
15 David Reed, “The History of the Negro Athlete at the University of Illinois (1904-1969)” (MA thesis, 
University of Illinois, 1972). 
 
16 Deirdre Cobb-Roberts, “Race and Higher Education at the University of Illinois, 1945 to 1955” (PhD 
dissertation, University of Illinois, 1999). 
 
17 Carrie Franke, “Injustice Sheltered: Race Relations at the University of Illinois and Champaign-Urbana, 
1945-1962” (PhD dissertation, University of Illinois, 1991). 
 
18 Joy Ann Williamson, Black Power on Campus: The University of Illinois, 1965-75 (Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 2003); Joy Ann Williamson, "Affirmative Action at University of Illinois: The 1968 
Special Educational Opportunities Program," Journal of the Midwest History of Education Society 25 
(1998); Joy Ann Williamson, "An Oral History of Black Students at the University of Illinois, 1965-1975," 
Journal of the Midwest History of Education Society 25 (1998); Joy Ann Williamson, "Who is "Black" at 
the University of Illinois, 1965-1975." Journal of the Midwest History of Education Society 24 (1997). 
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Research Design/Methods 
To conduct this research, I utilized archival data from the University of Illinois 
libraries. I began with Winton Solberg’s books, The University of Illinois, 1867-1894: An 
Intellectual and Cultural History (1968) and The University of Illinois, 1894-1904: The 
Shaping of the University (2000), to determine the sociohistorical context, culture, and 
climate of the University that the first African American students likely would have 
encountered. It is important to note that although Solberg is the preeminent historian of 
the U of I, he did not incorporate a critical analysis of race or gender in either of his two 
books. Within this gap is where my study makes a contribution to not only the 
educational history of African American women at the U of I, but the University of 
Illinois in general. 
The Negro Matriculants List (1887-1937), prepared by Albert Lee, provides a 
strong foundation for identifying the earliest African American women students. Albert 
Lee, who enrolled for one year in 1897, later became the president’s clerk and was 
commissioned subsequently to compile a list of all past and present African American 
students. He admits the list is roughly eighty-five percent accurate after 1920 due to the 
marked increase in African American student enrollment, but he presumes the list to be 
fully ninety-eight percent accurate from 1887—when the first African American student 
enrolled—until 1920. To corroborate the list of students he identifies as African 
American, I have consulted the 1916 and 1929 student directories which, in addition to 
names, provide information on the semesters African American students enrolled, their 
courses of study, permanent addresses, and chosen professions. 
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The Admissions Jackets (1868-1920) and Student Record Books (1868-1903) 
provide demographic and background information on African American students. The 
Student Ledger Cards (1868-1981) confirm students’ “name and address; name of high 
school attended and town; high school subjects, credits and school at which credit was 
earned; entrance date; matriculation date and number; school and course of study; 
degrees earned and dates; course name, number, instructor, hours and grade for each 
semester enrolled,” among other valuable information.19 The Record of Examination 
Cards (1921-1948) and the Degrees Conferred Report (1878-1974) also reveal the classes 
taken and the grades received by African American students, as well as courses of study 
and degrees received. 
In tracking African American women students during the 1910s and 1920s, the 
Albert Lee Papers (1912-1928) hold correspondence sent and received from Albert Lee, 
Dean of Women Maria Leonard, and the students themselves regarding admission, 
housing, and student activities. In addition, it includes lists of students’ awards and 
degrees conferred. The Albert Lee Papers, along with presidents Arthur H. Daniels and 
Arthur C. Willard’s Papers (1933-1946), provide housing statistics of African American 
fraternity and sorority members, as well as independent students, throughout the late 
1930s.  
I use the Student Affairs archival record group to shed more light on the African 
American female student experience at the U of I. The Miriam A. Sheldon Papers (1910-
1974), Fred H. Turner Papers (1918-1975), and the Maria Leonard Papers (1927-1949) 
provide information on student life and activities from administrative perspectives, as 
                                                
19 “Student Ledger Cards Microfilm, 1899-1981” (Admissions & Records, Record Series 25/3/4 Box 1, 
University of Illinois Archives, Urbana, Illinois). 
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they were all former deans of students. These papers contain correspondence and 
petitions from students regarding student life and culture. The Stewart S. Howe 
Collection (1923- ) holds the records of the Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority’s activities, a 
sorority in which a large proportion of African American women students were involved. 
It discloses the campus and community programs they implemented and their social 
activities during their matriculation at the University.  
The U of I yearbooks, collectively called the Illio, help determine the year each 
student graduated and the clubs and student organizations in which they participated. The 
school newspaper, The Daily Illini, illumines what major events and activities were 
considered important to students at the U of I during the early twentieth century. The 
Women’s Illini, an outgrowth of The Daily Illini, made its appearance as early as 1898 
and highlighted issues and concerns of women students. It “contained articles about 
women in various academic disciplines” and “was considered a great success.”20 
Other useful newspapers were the Urbana Courier (a newspaper based in Urbana, 
Illinois) and the Chicago Defender, a historically African American newspaper (operated 
approximately 130 miles north of the Urbana-Champaign campus). The Chicago 
Defender holds articles about the accomplishments of the U of I’s earliest African 
American students, as well as the discrimination they encountered in carving their own 
space as students on campus. The articles highlight these students’ struggle to secure 
decent housing accommodations and their efforts to desegregate restaurants and other 
campus businesses. The Chicago Defender also sheds light on students’ personal lives 
like how they spent their summers, who they married, and where they lived after 
                                                
20 Solberg, The Shaping of the University, 276. 
 14 
graduation or leaving the University. In addition, The Crisis, the official publication of 
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), frequently 
recorded race issues in higher education during this period, which highlights many of the 
issues African American students were facing nationally. Through this archival research, 
I illustrate the academic, social, and cultural experiences of the earliest African American 
women students, as well as how they laid the foundation for other African American 
women to attend the University. 
Several key observations can be made concerning the earliest African American 
women who attended the U of I. Primarily, the first African American women enrolled at 
a time when lynchings and racial violence were extremely high and the number of 
women in general in higher education was low. In Illinois, hundreds of African 
Americans were murdered as a result of lynchings and racial violence between the 1890s 
and 1930s. Although none of the lynchings occurred in Urbana or Champaign, many 
cities in southern Illinois were “sundown towns” where African Americans in general 
were forced to be at home before dark upon threat of violence.21 At the turn of the 
twentieth century into the 1930s, the Ku Klux Klan was a registered student organization 
whose entire composition consisted of members of many of the white fraternities on 
campus.22  
In conjunction with the U of I’s racially hostile climate, overall female student 
enrollment was low. The U of I did not experience a substantial increase in the number of 
women students until after the establishment of the Women’s Department and the Home 
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Economics Department. Other factors like the Spanish-American War also contributed to 
this increase due to the male ROTC students being called to service, thereby facilitating 
the need to maintain the student population. It is also interesting to note that many 
African American women students did not follow the traditional educational path for 
women. They pursued studies in fields other than home economics or household science 
such as music, general and physical education, mathematics, and astronomy.23 African 
American women students faced issues of both race and gender while matriculating at the 
U of I. 
As early as 1913, African American students began addressing the issues of 
racial, cultural, and social isolation. They created organizations geared primarily toward 
providing agency for African American students, sustaining networks of social support, 
and establishing avenues for leadership development. African American male students 
chartered Kappa Alpha Nu (later Kappa Alpha Psi) Fraternity, Inc., Beta Chapter. A year 
later in 1914, African American women students chartered Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, 
Inc., Gamma Chapter. Another group of African American male students chartered the 
Tau Chapter of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. in 1917. These organizations addressed 
the housing concerns of African American students in very practical ways. They served 
not only as support mechanisms for currently enrolled students, but they also proved 
beneficial in the recruitment of more African American students during this period. 
Through Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority, university administrators, as well as the 
current chapter members, used the organization strategically to recruit more African 
American women students to campus. As early as 1923, Gamma Chapter members made 
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a substantial effort to secure an official sorority house where African American women 
(including non-sorority members) could have adequate housing. This is especially critical 
considering African American students were not permitted to live in housing on 
campus.24 Initially, the U of I did not establish dormitories for students, who by default, 
sought accommodations in boarding houses on and off campus. This problem was 
exacerbated for African American students who could not secure room and board close to 
the campus. Through their sorority affiliation, African American women found practical 
ways to address housing issues confronting current and potential African American 
women students.   
Many African American women students began professional careers post-
graduation or after leaving the University. They pursued careers primarily in teaching. 
Some continued their education and earned graduate and professional degrees. 
Professional opportunities for women were limited generally to teaching, nursing, library 
and social work. African American women encountered even more difficulty in securing 
these positions. Domestic work remained a viable means of earning income for a 
considerable number of African American women. These women were educated, 
accomplished, and helped support their families and friends in meaningful ways despite 
the barriers they encountered in attaining higher education.  
Through this research, it can be seen that these factors (increasing racial violence, 
low female student enrollment, lack of educational and social support/resources, and 
housing issues, among other things) contributed in some fashion to the educational 
experiences of the earliest African American women students. The answers to how and 
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why these students were still able to persevere under these conditions lend credence to 
the significance of this study. 
Contribution to the Field of Educational History 
This study contributes to the history of African Americans in higher education. 
While it does not directly address contemporary problems in education, this study may be 
used to compare the experiences of African American students at PWIs at the turn of the 
twentieth century with the experiences of African American students currently at these 
institutions. Many students of color, particularly African American students, still assert 
feelings of racial hostility and isolation with respect to faculty, administrators, and other 
students. A comprehensive study and historical analysis of the experiences of the earliest 
African Americans at the U of I may be useful in understanding the history of the 
University’s racial climate, how it has or has not changed over time, and how that climate 
has affected African American students attending the University. 
Some scholars suggest that African American students at PWIs are self-
segregating. Is this, in fact, the case? If so, why? If not, what factors contribute to this 
perception? Does it stem from racial issues that predominantly white institutions of 
higher education have had since the earliest African Americans started attending? Does 
this contribute to why many of those earlier students formed their own organizations, 
namely fraternities and sororities, and why many African American student organizations 
still persist today (e.g., National Society of Black Engineers, National Association of 
Black Journalists, Minority Association of Future Attorneys, etc.) where other similar 
campus-wide organizations already exist? 
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Most research that has been conducted on African American students at the U of I 
has focused on the Civil Rights-Black Power years. More specifically, it focuses on male 
students. Yet, research conducted specifically on the first African American students who 
attended at the dawn of the twentieth century is sorely lacking. Outside of the first 
African American man and woman to graduate, the earliest students have been left out of 
the historical narrative, leading one to believe there was nothing worth chronicling 
regarding African American students before the Civil Rights-Black Power movement.  
The earliest African American women at the U of I encountered a unique set of 
experiences that is integral to understanding the broader history of African Americans in 
higher education. As much as possible, I attempt to highlight the experiences of specific 
students where the archival data allows, especially considering the small number of early 
African American students during the first two decades of the twentieth century. A 
historical analysis of their educational, social, and cultural experiences may enhance the 
narratives already told concerning African American students during the Civil Rights-
Black Power years. 
Dissertation Chapter Outline 
This dissertation is composed of six chapters. The first chapter has provided the 
sociohistorical context of the U.S. during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. It traces the University of Illinois’ institutional history and its campus culture, 
which the earliest African American students encountered. This chapter discusses the 
university administrators’ position on the U of I’s student demography and activities, 
particularly as it pertains to African American education. 
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The second chapter provides an overview of the history of women in higher 
education, with an emphasis on African American women’s educational experiences. It 
also delineates the time period from the enrollment of the first known African American 
women to the establishment of the first African American sorority on campus. Between 
1901 and 1914, the numbers of African American women students grew at a snail’s pace, 
but it represents the period where the University explicitly addressed the need to admit 
and educate more women. Although the University did not specify the need to educate 
African American women, it still provided the space for African American women to 
take advantage of opportunities in higher education. 
The third chapter covers the period between 1914 and 1919. Several key events 
occurred during this time. World War One (WWI) had come and gone, the Great 
Migration of African Americans from the South to the North was in full swing, and the 
numbers of African American women attending the U of I continued to increase. African 
American sorority women on campus gained some momentum in finding adequate 
housing for its members. They lived together as a chapter for the first time in 1914, 
although it was not an official sorority house. 
The fourth chapter covers the decade between 1919 and 1929, during the height of 
the Harlem Renaissance and formation of the “New Negro.” This concept derived from 
African American intellectuals who believed the ethos of African Americans was 
changing from being racial accommodationists to more self-assertive and intellectually 
and culturally independent. This period also coincides with African American sorority 
women on campus making a more aggressive effort to purchase a sorority house and 
recruit more African American women to campus. During the 1928-29 school year after 
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the sorority officially purchased a house, the enrollment of African American women 
students doubled. This suggests that African American women on campus understood the 
value of education and their role in paving the way for more African American women to 
have the same opportunities. 
Chapter five covers the decade of the 1930s when African American student 
enrollment increased considerably. Roosevelt’s New Deal program provided the 
opportunity for more students to utilize federal funds from the National Youth 
Administration (NYA) to help offset the cost of attendance at the U of I. A significant 
number of African American women students worked during this time. This decade also 
marks the establishment of the second sorority on campus—Delta Sigma Theta—for 
African American women. This chapter chronicles the intragroup challenges that African 
American women faced as the enrollment numbers continued to increase. This decade 
also represents the second generation of African American students, as it marks the 
period when the children of the first African American students would begin attending 
college. 
The final chapter concludes the overall educational history of African American 
women students at the U of I between 1901 and 1939. It synthesizes how these women 
and major events, during each period covered, played a critical role in the development of 
African American student life. The intersection of race, class, and gender informs African 
American women’s experiences in distinct ways that warrant new research and historical 
interpretations not captured in traditional narratives of American education. It is my 
intent that this research will add to the educational history of African American students 
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at the U of I, as well as provide a relevant piece of the puzzle in understanding African 
American student activism during the Civil Rights-Black Power years.  
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Chapter 2 
 
African American Women in Higher Education and the Pioneer Group at the U of I,  
 
1901-1914 
 
 The presence and achievement of black women occupy a marginal space in 
traditional narratives of the history of American education. Prior to the era of revisionist 
history, few scholars conducted extensive research on the educational history of black 
women. Marion Cuthbert, Ina Bolton, Jeanne Noble, Linda Perkins, Stephanie Evans, and 
Cally Waite, among others, have explored specific aspects of black women’s educational 
experiences beginning from slavery, namely, their introduction to formal education, 
struggles for access, philosophy on the aims of education, educational attainment, and 
their opportunities for professional and economic advancement.25 They have engaged 
many critical questions concerning black women in higher education: What factors 
precipitated the entrance of black women into institutions of higher learning? What was 
the aim of education for black women? How did black women’s educational experiences 
diverge from whites and black men? What contributions did black women make to higher 
education? These questions help to illustrate the need to further engage the educational 
history of black women. A brief introduction of the history of women in higher education 
generally will provide a framework for understanding black women’s unique experiences 
in American institutions of higher education, particularly at the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign. 
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Although Mabel Newcomer’s study26 on women in higher education predates 
Barbara Solomon’s work, Solomon’s exploration of women’s educational history 
represents perhaps the standard interpretation of how gender and class influenced the 
development of and access to institutions of higher learning. Solomon offers a historical 
narrative of women’s introduction to higher education from the colonial period to the 
1980s. Inevitably, both social and economic factors catalyzed women to pursue formal 
education. In the colonial era, the family formed the core of economic production, with 
the responsibility for agriculture and domestic duties falling primarily on the women—
particularly, enslaved black women. With the founding of the first collegiate institution, 
Harvard College, in 1636, liberal education would begin in America. Yet, not very many 
men—certainly, no women—would take advantage of higher education during this time. 
In fact, the numbers of college-educated men would be so negligible that less than a few 
thousand would have degrees by 1770—over a century after Harvard and other colleges 
were established.27 
During the revolutionary period, evangelism, the Enlightenment, republican 
ideology, and industrialism would generate more attention to the higher education of 
women. Knowing how to read the Bible and practice religious piety became imperative 
for everyone, women included. With the popularity of John Locke’s views, which made 
no distinction between men and women’s intellectual capability, many women would 
express interest in higher education. The republican ideal of the importance of an 
enlightened citizenry justified the formal education of women. Mothers could then teach 
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their sons to become productive citizens of the republic if the mothers were educated. 
Enlightenment and republican ideas, along with industrialization, which released many 
women from time-consuming domestic labor, enabled white women to take advantage of 
emerging educational opportunities. 
As a result, women’s academies emerged in the late eighteenth century, becoming 
prominent beginning in the 1830s with the establishment of Troy, Hartford, and Mount 
Holyoke seminaries. Over time, roughly 200 schools were modeled after Troy Seminary 
alone.28 Female academies reached an apex in the 1850s when normal schools and public 
high schools developed in the North.29 Competition between the different types of 
educational institutions marked the decline of women’s academies, while simultaneously 
opening the door for larger numbers of women to have access to higher education. 
Solomon notes, “Between the 1850s and the 1870s several models developed: the private 
women’s college, the religiously oriented coeducational college, the private coordinate 
women’s college, the secular coeducational institution, both public and private, and the 
public single-sex vocational institution.”30 Significantly, Oberlin College, established in 
1833, would be the first to provide education for women and men, blacks and whites, on 
an equal basis. However, the numbers of black women earning the A.B. degree would not 
increase significantly until after the Civil War with the establishment of black 
coeducational institutions, as well as black women’s colleges.  
                                                
28 Anne Scott, “The Ever Widening Circle: The Diffusion of Feminist Values from the Troy Female 
Seminary,” History of Education Quarterly 19, no. 1 (1979): 12. 
 
29 Solomon, In the Company of Educated Women, 23-4.  
 
30 Ibid., 47. 
 25 
Coeducation prevailed over other forms of education by 1870. At the turn of the 
twentieth century, “the number of females enrolled in institutions of higher learning 
multiplied almost eightfold, from eleven to eighty-five thousand,” with coeducational 
institutions leading the way over women’s colleges by a two-to-one margin.31 This time 
frame encompasses what many historians deem as the “coming of age” of the first and 
second generation of college women. The first, or pioneer generation (1860s to 1880s) of 
college women, conformed to the “cult of true womanhood,” whereby they enlarged the 
“woman’s sphere” without directly challenging it. The second generation (1890s and 
1900s) ushered in the ideal of the “New Woman,” who sought individual fulfillment and 
social engagement during their collegiate years. Yet, the third generation of college 
women during and after World War One (1910s and 1920s) embraced more intentionally 
the ideals of the Progressive era and prepared for their roles in a modern society. 
Undoubtedly, college women of the post-World War Two era benefited from the 
struggles for access and progress made by the preceding generations. They coupled 
marriage and careers more successfully than their predecessors, while also participating 
in the civil rights and women’s movements. They experienced a temporary setback with 
the creation of the G.I. Bill, as more male veterans took advantage of the opportunities 
for higher education. Yet, post-World War Two college women gained momentum in 
other areas. Solomon notes, “two important factors affected women as well as men 
students: first, the launching of Sputnik by the Russians precipitated a national review of 
all levels of American education; second, subsequent legislation, from the National 
Defense Act of 1958 to other education-related acts in the mid-1960s, was intended to 
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recruit a wider spectrum of students, including women.” As a result of President 
Johnson’s Great Society, more women, as well as blacks and poor whites, received more 
financial assistance from the federal government for increased access to higher 
education.32 Women would also gain meaningful access to collegiate athletics with the 
creation of Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, which ended sexual 
discrimination by schools receiving federal funds.33 
This brief overview of the history of higher education for women provides a 
foundation for understanding the ebb and flow of women’s access to and participation in 
higher education. It allows us to see how social and economic factors played a critical 
role in determining when women were able to engage in educational endeavors. What is 
often overlooked or sometimes left out of this narrative is the ways in which these 
changing social, political, and economic circumstances distinctly affected black women. 
When distinctions are made regarding black women, they are largely tangential or 
peripheral, at best, to the main narrative. Yet, black women’s experiences from slavery 
through the Civil Rights Movement add a complex dimension to the traditional 
historiography of the higher education of women in the U.S. A closer investigation of 
black women’s educational history enhances our understanding of the traditional 
narrative, as well as our understanding of the experiences of African American women 
students at the University of Illinois during the early twentieth century. 
Women’s Education in the Colonial, Early Republic, and Antebellum Years 
African American Women in Slavery 
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The overall lived experiences of black and white women were drastically different 
in the colonial era. While plantation life was oppressive for both black and white women, 
the level of violence, economic exploitation, and sexual abuse gives black women’s 
experiences their distinct character. Whites treated African Americans as chattel property, 
and for the slave owners who were not as brutal, they treated African Americans 
paternalistically as children in need of their control and discipline. On most plantations, 
whites went to great lengths to prevent enslaved African Americans from acquiring an 
education. In spite of this, a small segment of African Americans still managed to learn 
how to read and write. Jeanne Noble posits, “In 1740, teaching slaves to read and write 
was made illegal in many Southern states. Those who learned, however, taught others, 
and gradually a residue of literate Negroes began to grow, even on the plantations.”34 
This type of knowledge dissemination represents one of the earliest forms of education 
for black women during the colonial era.  
Black and white women’s educational experiences differed markedly. Noble 
highlights the earliest distinctions between education for African Americans and whites, 
emphasizing the peculiarities of the women’s experiences. She begins with the 
interactions of African Americans and whites during the period of slavery. White men 
projected the image of white women as pure, delicate, and refined, whereas black women 
were given no such designations. White men treated black women as uncivilized, 
uncultured sexual objects.   
It is important to note the role gender played between blacks and whites. White 
women were treated as inferior and subservient to white men, while black men and 
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women were treated virtually the same—subhuman. Black men and women held a 
similar status in the black family. It was not until black men were granted the franchise 
that blacks moved predominantly to a patriarchal family structure in imitation of the 
traditional white family. Arguably, it was during the period of enslavement that blacks, 
particularly black women who worked inside the slave owners’ homes, received their 
first introduction to education—through observation and imitation of white customs and 
culture.35 
The Emergence of the “Middling Classes” 
 
Educators and policymakers took a more formal approach to white women’s 
education during the early republic between 1780 and 1840. Challenging the idea that 
women were only engaged in the private sphere of the home and men occupied the public 
sphere, Margaret Nash suggests, “using ‘separate spheres’ ideology to explain women’s 
education in this period necessarily limits our understanding both of education and of the 
construction of gender.”36 The educational opportunities available to these women—
particularly white, middle class women—reveal how the assumed gender disparities in 
education between men and women during the early republic and antebellum years were 
not as pronounced as the traditional historiography of American education suggests. Race 
and class, more so than gender, caused differentiation between educational experiences. 
Although initially they may have received their education in different physical spaces, the 
curricula and pedagogy used for white men and women had only minor differences vis-à-
vis other socioeconomic classes and people of color. 
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The white middle class advocated for women’s education during the early 
republic mainly for several identifiable reasons: Enlightenment, civic republicanism, 
social utility, and self-fulfillment. The Enlightenment era greatly impacted American 
society during the early republic. Separating humans from animals due to the 
intellectualism and rational thought humans possessed, many people during this time 
promoted the intellectual development of both white men and women.37 Additionally, the 
notion of civic republicanism catalyzed support for women’s education. The preservation 
of the republic depended on it, as proponents of this idea would suggest. After the 
Revolutionary War, the early republic was very fragile and required everyone to 
understand their civic duty in strengthening the republic, including women. In order to 
accomplish this, women as well as men had to learn their civic responsibilities. These 
responsibilities were linked inextricably to women’s social utility. As wives, mothers, 
daughters, and sisters, acquiring an education would succor women in fulfilling these 
roles successfully, which, in turn, strengthened the republic. Lastly, women pursued 
education for the intrinsic value it possessed. Simply stated, women welcomed the 
intellectual challenge and mental stimulation higher education offered. Indeed, many 
women wanted an education similar to that received by men. 
As a result, many notable female seminaries, especially Hartford Seminary, were 
modeled after men’s colleges. Initially, white women during this period attended 
“adventure,” or “venture” schools, which taught the rudiments of reading, writing, and 
arithmetic, but soon after, seminaries (or academies) replaced these schools as the 
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dominant institutions for women’s education.38 From a curricular standpoint, the courses 
taught at the seminaries mirrored those of the male colleges. Nash contends, 
“[e]ducational opportunities for white women in the early republic and antebellum era 
were similar to men’s. The curricula at academies, then, exhibited little gender 
differentiation. Core subjects were the same for both sexes. Differences occurred most 
consistently in the area of vocation subjects: navigation and surveying for men, and 
needlework for women.”39 Although people believed women were as intellectually 
competent as men, this view was based along social and cultural lines as opposed to 
legal, political, or economic lines. Educational opportunities for women, many educators 
believed, did little to disrupt gender norms outside of education.   
African American women, similar to white women during the early republic and 
antebellum years, valued the benefits education afforded. Yet, whites generally barred 
African American men and women from receiving higher education. Aside from white 
opposition, cost of attendance and laws restricting access to higher education for African 
Americans proved a constant challenge.40 Nash asserts, “African American women’s 
desire for education was as great as that of white women’s. Certainly these women 
pursued learning with the same assiduity, even when their options were more limited.”41 
Although African American women gained access to higher education before the Civil 
War, their numbers were miniscule. The need to educate African Americans on a broad 
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scale, the coeducation movement, and the feminization of teaching provided more 
educational opportunities for African American women after the war. These opportunities 
continued to grow throughout the late nineteenth century. 
The First African American Women at Oberlin 
 
Oberlin College was the first college to admit women and black students on an 
equal basis. Oberlin, founded in 1833 and known for its evangelical beginnings in 
connection with its mission to educate all students “irrespective of color,” eventually 
transformed into a segregated institution after the Reconstruction era. Yet, it provided one 
of the earliest models of integrated higher education concerning race and gender. The 
first black woman enrolled in the “Ladies Course” in 1842, and the first black woman 
graduated from the “Gentlemen’s Course” twenty years later in 1862.42 Subsequently, 
more black women began to earn the A.B. degree after the Civil War, but segregation 
after Reconstruction and during the Jim Crow era created barriers for black men and 
women’s education at Oberlin. 
Cally Waite investigates three particular incidents of segregation at Oberlin to 
draw attention to the institutionalization of discrimination against black students, as well 
as the community and alumni response to this discrimination.43 The three incidents 
pertain to the segregation of: (1) the dining tables in the Ladies’ Hall; (2) the male literary 
societies; and (3) the women’s dormitories. The segregation of black students at Oberlin 
College during the last decades of the nineteenth century altered the educational 
experiences of black students in meaningful ways.  
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Several factors contributed to the development of racially discriminatory practices 
at Oberlin. “The changing attitudes of northern whites towards Blacks, the growing 
independence of the Black community throughout the country, and the transition of small 
colleges during the ‘age of the university,’ were national issues that had a profound effect 
on the education of black students at Oberlin.”44 Black students responded to these 
discriminatory practices in different ways; some protested while others acquiesced. 
However, it is important to note that the discrimination black students faced did not go 
unchallenged by black students, as well as alumni. 
The Elite “Seven Sister” Colleges 
Beginning in the late 1800s, academies and seminaries would give way to the 
emerging women’s colleges. At the dawn of the twentieth century, Mount Holyoke, 
Vassar, Wellesley, Smith, Radcliffe, Bryn Mawr, and Barnard would be known 
collectively as the “Seven Sister” colleges. Unlike other coeducational institutions 
women attended during this time, the Seven Sister colleges were built specifically for 
white women. Helen Horowitz argues that the physical structures of buildings and 
landscapes affected the learning environments, as well as student and faculty engagement 
on various campuses, during the early years of the Seven Sister colleges. She contends 
that the very buildings that housed students and furnished classrooms, although created to 
protect women students’ femininity, in fact, exposed and enabled them to live alternate 
lifestyles other than what was foreseen by the colleges’ founders. Women’s colleges 
fostered critical support for their students’ intellectual capabilities and aspirations 
generally unmatched by coeducational institutions. 
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With the founding of each successive women’s college beginning with Troy 
Female Seminary in 1821, the educational aims and curricula evolved to meet the needs 
of these colleges’ constituents appropriate to each generation of women.45 The students, 
as well as the faculty, began to demand certain rights and privileges absent from the 
original design of the daily administration of women’s colleges. Students created 
organizations for personal and social benefit, actively participated in sports, challenged 
rules against drinking, smoking, and male visitation, as well as displayed public affection 
for other women students. Faculty demanded more professional respect and autonomy, 
moved off campus away from the watchful eyes of administrators, and diminished their 
responsibilities for regulating student affairs outside of the classroom. Essentially, 
students and faculty changed the religious landscape of these institutions, making them 
more secular in nature. Each women’s college created addressed a certain educational 
need and catalyzed a shift in ideology concerning the purpose of women’s higher 
education. 
Also absent from the original design of the Seven Sister colleges was the 
consideration of ethnic minority students, especially black women. Horowitz reveals, “In 
1913, when a controversy erupted at Smith over the right of a black student to room on 
campus, letters went out to the other Seven Sister colleges asking about their policy in 
regard to Negro students. Only Wellesley stated that it did not discriminate in admittance 
or housing.” Even at Wellesley, the small number of black women who attended 
remained on the periphery of student life. “In all the women’s colleges at the turn of the 
century, Negroes were outsiders: while Wellesley officially welcomed them, white 
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students parodied Negro dialect and sang ‘Coon songs’ on their mandolins and banjos.”46 
The earliest black women who graduated from Vassar, who did not openly admit black 
students, did so unbeknownst to the faculty and administrators. These black women 
passed as white.47 Similar to coeducational institutions, admittance and social acceptance 
were especially challenging for black women at white women’s colleges, who seemingly 
would be more progressive. In rhetoric and action, the Seven Sister colleges reflected 
societal norms concerning black women and higher education. 
The policies and practices of the Seven Sister colleges lacked impartiality 
concerning the admission, treatment, and education of black women students during the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Yet, many of these black women students 
matriculated successfully at these institutions and chose exceptional career paths. Linda 
Perkins charts the matriculation of black women at each of the Seven Sister colleges from 
1880 through 1960. Indeed, the black women who attended the Seven Sister colleges 
experienced various forms of discrimination, as these institutions reflected the larger 
society’s views concerning race. As with other white colleges, finding adequate housing 
proved to be a constant challenge since black women were not allowed to room with 
white women. Wellesley alone allowed black women to live on campus.48  
Yet, these women disproved the widely held belief of black intellectual inferiority 
and became successful professionals. Perkins concludes, “While African American 
women who attended White coeducational institutions found themselves barred from 
                                                
46 Ibid., 155-6. 
 
47 Ibid., 155. 
 
48 Linda Perkins, “The African American Female Elite: The Early History of African American Women in 
the Seven Sister Colleges, 1880-1960,” Harvard Educational Review 67, no. 4 (1997): 726. 
 35 
many ‘male disciplines,’ the Seven Sister graduates were among the earliest Black 
women scientists, lawyers, and doctors.”49 Undoubtedly, the black community considered 
these women elite. Their experiences with a more liberal curriculum and the isolation 
they encountered as “token” black women in an unwelcoming environment of other 
women set their experiences apart from other black women at coeducational, black 
women’s, and Southern institutions. 
Higher Education of Women in the South 
Cultural differences between regions accounted for the disparate development of 
education for Southern and Northern white women during the antebellum era. Christie 
Farnham contends that the South produced the first women’s colleges and that women’s 
education was widely supported more so than in the North because of the difference in 
purpose for women’s education. Much of the research on women’s colleges generally has 
focused on their development in the Northeast. Yet, Farnham provides more depth to the 
discussion of women’s education through her study of its aims and development in the 
South. 
The aim of education for Southern women diverged from their Northern 
counterparts because its utility revolved most prominently around marriage. Southern 
women who received a classical education were considered more desirable marriage 
partners, as it reflected their gentility and demonstrated a higher pedigree than 
uneducated women. They were not expected to work outside of the home after receiving 
their education. Education for women in the North, however, trained them to enter the 
professions, mainly teaching, to support themselves financially in case they never 
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married, and in some cases, instead of marriage. Through their education, Northern 
women could enter the workforce and potentially compete with men for jobs, which was 
not a serious consideration for Southern women. Thus, Farnham argues, classical 
education for women in the South flourished and was widely supported as opposed to 
classical education for women in the North, which bred workforce competition with men. 
In fact, Southern culture made it possible for so many Northern women to travel 
south in pursuit of teaching opportunities. Unlike Northerners, Southerners considered 
teaching a lowly profession and one that displayed the inability of Southern men to take 
care of their families (i.e., if their wives became teachers). This enabled Northern single 
women to use their education to support themselves more easily in the South. Cultural 
differences persisted between Northern and Southern white women, which caused 
ideological clashes, yet Northern women eked out a respectable living by teaching in or 
starting southern schools. 
White women students empowered themselves through embodying this persona 
as the concept of the “Southern belle” developed in the South. Southern clergymen and 
society, in general, held one conception of the Southern belle—a pious, chaste, 
submissive, yet educated white woman, which was the way station before becoming a 
“Southern lady”—but the students championed a slightly altered perspective of the 
Southern belle that affirmed their agency while preserving their femininity. Southern 
white women students used this depiction of womanhood as a means to gain access to 
higher education, as well as participate in campus organizations and activities. They 
created literary societies and sororities, which tended to their individual and collective 
interests as middle- and upper-class white women. 
 37 
As higher education for Southern white women developed, the education of 
Southern black women was hardly a consideration. During the antebellum era, it was 
unthinkable for blacks and whites to attend the same educational institutions in the South 
on an equal basis. Even after the Civil War, the vestiges of the institution of slavery 
remained firmly in place. Southern culture and society rested on the belief of a racial and 
gender hierarchy—reflected in their educational institutions—which left black women on 
the fringes of educational developments in the South. The image of the Southern belle did 
not apply to black women. Farnham argues that the Southern belle was “emblematic of 
white supremacy” because its very conceptualization and manifestation marginalized 
black women and denied them opportunities afforded to white women.50 This image 
served to perpetuate the pecking order in Southern society with white men (not women) 
at the top. Nonetheless, Southern white women used this ideal to their advantage in 
advancing women’s education, while simultaneously helping to institutionalize gender 
inequality.51 
Amy McCandless provides a continuation of Farnham’s study, which extends the 
historical analysis of Southern women’s education from the beginning of the twentieth 
century into the civil rights and women’s movements. Her central thesis borrows from Du 
Bois’ notion of “double consciousness,” suggesting that Southern women, indeed, felt 
their own sense of double consciousness as both American and Southern women. They 
wanted to preserve their southern culture and traditions, while simultaneously advancing 
a feminist agenda. McCandless contends that this “twoness” influenced the development 
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of women’s education in the South, particularly during the interwar and postwar years 
into the 1960s. 
World War One expanded the educational horizon for white women, as the need 
to maintain collegiate enrollment was thrown into stark relief. The war had a lesser 
impact on black women’s enrollment in predominantly white institutions, although a 
fractional amount was allowed to attend. Southern institutions slowly became 
coeducational, with white women still receiving their education primarily in women’s 
colleges. Educational progress for Southern black women was even slower. McCandless 
proffers, “Until the 1920s, the two-year teachers’ programs offered by the land-grant 
colleges and the state normal schools were the highest level of public education provided 
for black women in the South.” She further states, “no black land-grant school offered 
baccalaureate programs before World War I,” contributing to the notion that the 
probability of Southern black women attaining higher education was negligible.52 
World War Two, conversely, provided more opportunities for blacks and white 
women, as “[t]he civil rights protests and the antiwar and women’s movements 
democratized institutional structures and gave students more control over their academic 
and extracurricular lives.” Both world wars and the protest movements affected Southern 
women in their pursuit of higher education.53 The rates of women attending public 
institutions increased, while the absolute numbers remained steady. Yet, the interwar and 
World War Two years provided a substantial increase in employment opportunities for 
black women. “The number of African American women in government service, for 
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example, increased from 60,000 in 1940 to 200,000 in 1944.”54 Black women, like their 
white Southern counterparts, retained their sense of womanhood, while pushing for 
access to higher education and gainful employment. 
Yolanda Watson and Sheila Gregory provide a historical analysis of the 
distinctive nature of black women’s education in the South. They assert, “much of the 
research on Black women in higher education has been overshadowed by research 
generalizations of women in higher education, which mostly reflect the experiences of 
White women.”55 This also holds true for women’s educational experiences in the South. 
The formal and hidden curricula at black women’s colleges, like Spelman, impacted their 
educational experiences differently than women attending southern coeducational or 
white women’s institutions. While some experiences were similar, discussing Southern 
black women’s experiences sheds light on the inter- and intra-racial factors impacting 
educational access and attainment for black women.  
Black and white Southern women’s education differed in utility during the late 
nineteenth century. Initially, black women acquired the rudiments of education for 
literacy, especially to read the Bible. As the curriculum at historically black colleges and 
universities (HBCUs) evolved, Southern black women received an industrial education to 
work as teachers or nurses, whereas white women received a classical education for 
refinement and to be more attractive marriage partners. Southern white women did not 
expect to work except under rare circumstances. Black women expected to work under 
normal circumstances.   
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Along with their formal education, the informal education of black and white 
women diverged considerably. Watson and Gregory argue, “the socialization process of 
Black women at historically Black women’s colleges…is very different from the 
socialization experienced by women attending coeducational HBCUs, PWWCs 
[predominantly white women’s colleges], and other institutions.”56 Southern black 
women typically conformed to the “politics of respectability” to counter attacks on their 
race and sexuality, as well as to present themselves as leaders of the race in their uplift 
work. White women conformed to the “cult of true womanhood,” with “piety, purity, 
submissiveness and domesticity” as its cardinal virtues, to demonstrate their gentility and 
refinement as Southern belles.57 Both socialization processes for black and white women 
were cultivated at their respective institutions. Although black and white women 
displayed related actions and mannerisms concerning traditional notions of womanhood, 
they were often for disparate reasons. 
African American Women After the Civil War and During Reconstruction 
Black women gained more opportunities and greater access to higher education 
after the Civil War. The earliest black women, as well as subsequent generations, 
obtained degrees despite social, economic, and legal barriers. The first black woman to 
obtain a degree was Lucy Stanton, who received the literary degree in 1850 from Oberlin 
College. Mary Jane Patterson became the first black woman to earn a baccalaureate 
degree from the same institution in 1862. Oberlin College was the forerunner in 
educating significant numbers of African Americans during the early to mid-nineteenth 
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century. As more historically black colleges were created and white colleges began 
admitting more black students, black women’s educational opportunities expanded.  
Despite expanding opportunities, black women’s access to institutions of higher 
education lagged tremendously behind other groups. Stephanie Evans reveals, “The first 
black woman to attain the bachelor’s degree did so two hundred years after a white male, 
forty years after a black man, and nearly twenty-five years after three white women 
received the B.A. from Oberlin in 1841.”58 Only three black women—Mary Jane 
Patterson, Fanny Jackson Coppin, and Frances Josephine Norris—earned the A.B. by 
1865. By 1880, with consideration of Fisk, Wilberforce, Howard, and other budding 
African American colleges, an estimated fifty-four black women earned college degrees. 
That number rose to approximately 252 black women who graduated from college by the 
turn of the twentieth century.59 At that point, no black women graduated from the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. As previously stated, the first black woman, 
Maudelle Brown, did not graduate until 1906. 
The types of schooling experiences for black women during this period differed to 
some degree. Black women who attended predominantly white institutions experienced 
severe isolation, while those who attended historically black colleges encountered strict 
rules regulating their movements and interaction with males. At white colleges, black 
women could not live on campus and faced hardships in securing housing, a problem 
hardly prevalent for women at black colleges.60 Segregation in dorms, dining halls, and 
                                                
58 Evans, Black Women in the Ivory Tower, 25. 
 
59 Ibid., 40. 
 
60 Richard Breaux, “‘Maintaining a Home for Girls’: The Iowa Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs at 
the University of Iowa, 1919-1950,” Journal of African American History 87 (2003): 236-255. 
 42 
classrooms, as well as exclusion from campus life in general, defined black women’s 
experiences at PWIs. A defining feature of black women’s experiences at HBCUs was 
the paternalism they experienced by administrators and their need to work along with 
attending school. 
Many black women during this second wave of educational attainment 
championed “race uplift” ideology. Subscribing to the “politics of respectability,” they 
believed that part of their duties as women was to help improve the conditions of the 
race. In fact, they believed it to be something only they, as women, could accomplish. 
Evans points out several shortcomings in this logic. She states, “There were many 
assumptions implicit in popular ‘uplift’ ideology: (1) because of women’s moral 
superiority, black women were the only ones capable of affecting social change in the 
black community; (2) black women of low moral standing were responsible for the 
degradation in the black community; and (3) the dominant society was neither capable of 
nor responsible for changing the social status of African Americans.”61 This ideology 
framed the lives of poor blacks as helpless and in need of guidance from the more 
educated blacks, or “race leaders,” while discounting the agency of poor blacks to help 
themselves. It also absolved whites from their responsibility in addressing social, 
economic, and educational inequalities between the races. Nonetheless, the major belief 
behind “race uplift” ideology was black women’s desire to use their education to help 
their communities. They linked their educational attainment with social responsibility and 
community engagement. 
Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
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Black women educational advocates created schools for black girls and women, 
as well as aided in establishing black women’s colleges in the latter half of the nineteenth 
century. Veronica Thomas and Janine Jackson illumine two interesting points about these 
black women’s institutions: (1) Nannie Helen Burrough’s National Training School for 
Women and Girls was the only educational institution founded by a black woman that did 
not depend on white benevolence, and (2) although black women established educational 
institutions, all of the black women’s colleges were created by whites and from white 
philanthropy. While acknowledging the efforts of whites in educating blacks after the 
Civil War, it is important to highlight the educational activism of black women—Nannie 
Helen Burroughs, Mary McLeod Bethune, Anna Julia Cooper, and Lucy Diggs Slowe—
that furnished necessitous opportunities for girls and women on the elementary and post-
secondary levels.62 
Although black women educators and students played a central role in the 
establishment and maintenance of HBCUs, they receive tangential treatment in most of 
the historical research. In Marybeth Gasman’s historiography of black women at black 
colleges, she discovers how black women have been left out of the dominant narratives, 
or at best, marginalized within the narratives. Although black women students 
outnumbered black men for the majority of these colleges’ existence, the histories told 
involving HBCUs revolve oftentimes around black and white men. Most of the history 
focuses on white male philanthropists and black male administrators. Gasman also points 
out the neglect of black women in her own research and seeks to enrich the history of 
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HBCUs by using an integrative framework, which links race and gender as central to 
understanding the history of black colleges. 
Black women at black colleges focused on more than just industrial education. In 
citing Johnetta Brazzell’s work on Spelman, Gasman reveals that “most of the black 
female students took industrial classes but few majored in this area; instead, they chose to 
pursue degrees in the classical liberal arts.”63 However, Gasman further shows that black 
women at black colleges were less liberal-arts minded than black women at white 
colleges.64 
Another distinction concerning the experiences of black women at black and 
white colleges is the different ways that black women’s bodies were restricted. Black 
women at white colleges were restricted from certain spaces on campus like dormitories 
and dining halls, while black women at black colleges were restricted from places away 
from the campus. Gasman complements Stephanie Evans’ work in stating how 
“[t]ypically, during the late 1880s, female black college students were not allowed to 
leave the campus without a member of the administration escorting them. By contrast, 
men were free to come and go as they pleased.”65 In essence, black women at black 
colleges encountered barriers involving both their sex and race, a factor easily overlooked 
in the history of black colleges and universities. 
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Women’s Education During the Progressive Era 
The second generation of college women came of age during the Progressive era 
between 1890 and 1920. Many scholars of women’s history regard this group of college 
women as less socially conscious of gender politics than their predecessors. However, a 
closer examination of their activities reveals a more intricate depiction of their 
understanding of the link between gender, education, and society. 
Lynn Gordon explains how “coeducation was the fastest growing segment in 
higher education during the Progressive Era.”66 More women received their education at 
coeducational institutions than at women’s colleges. These women faced great opposition 
by male faculty and students alike in seeking admission to state colleges and universities. 
Yet, with the help of the older generation of college women, they continued to press 
college administrators for admittance to all-male institutions. It was partially due to the 
ideology of “separate spheres” and segregated educational experiences that white women 
began organizing their own clubs and activities to promote women’s causes and 
concerns. 
For black women, opposition to their intellectual, social, and cultural 
development was even more acute. Gordon reveals, “Black women suffered the most 
from the intolerance of other students and faculty. And the small numbers of black 
students on northern and western coeducational campuses made it difficult for them to 
develop alternatives to the white social structure.”67 Subsequently, black women formed 
their own organizations, mainly sororities, to counteract the exclusion they faced at 
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coeducational and predominantly white single-sex institutions. These organizations 
afforded them the opportunity to develop leadership skills and participate in self-
government, although they were still relegated to the fringes of campus life. 
Women students during the Progressive era differed from the pioneer generation 
in several ways. First, they did not follow societal norms concerning womanhood as 
closely as the first generation since women had been proving their intellectual prowess 
and contributions to the public sphere from the post-Civil War era. Second, the 
Progressive era women students did not make the same rigid distinctions between being a 
professional and being a family woman as the previous generation of graduates. These 
women married and had children more often than their predecessors. They also centered 
their career aspirations more so on individual achievement than social service.68 
Additionally, the second generation of women students agitated for social and political 
equality more so than the first generation, partially due to the support and advocacy the 
second generation obtained from women administrators and faculty. They discarded the 
separatist feminism of former students and promoted a more egalitarian feminist 
ideology. Women students not only differed across generation, but they also developed 
distinct ways to challenge gender discrimination in distinct institutional settings. 
Women’s colleges did not necessarily challenge gender inequality directly, but 
they did adopt curricula reflective of men’s colleges. Catering to a more conservative 
ideology, women’s colleges like Wellesley, Mount Holyoke, and Vassar, maintained 
strict rules as to not disrupt the fundamental tenets of womanhood, while still promoting 
                                                
68 Ibid., 33. 
 47 
the intellectual capacity of its students.69 These students varied from the coeds in that 
they were able to fully participate in student organizations and student governance free 
from being antagonized by male administrators and students. Administration and faculty 
at women’s colleges made a firm commitment to supporting the intellectual development 
of their students, albeit in a conventional manner. However, like their co-educated 
counterparts, students at women’s colleges repudiated school policies and guidelines they 
believed to be counterintuitive to their social and cultural development. While school 
administrators sought to expand but maintain the traditional components of the “women’s 
sphere,” women students sought to challenge it. 
The Progressive era marks the period when the earliest African American women 
enrolled at the University of Illinois. The first group of African American women who 
matriculated at the University between 1901 and 1914 would truly embody the 
University’s motto, “Learning and Labor.” They studied a variety of subjects throughout 
their academic careers and indeed worked, whether inside or outside the home. Initially, 
the University, however, was not very welcoming to their presence. At best, they were 
tolerated as a minor aberration to the University’s primary objective—to educate Illinois’ 
young, white males. If white women were secondary to the University’s mission, African 
Americans, specifically African American women, were nowhere on the agenda. The 
educational experiences of the earliest African American women students, few in 
number, fueled their subsequent professional and service work. 
White women encountered opposition to their presence at the University by 
administrators and students alike. The Department of Domestic Science was abolished in 
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the 1880s and “reconstructed by a determined alumna in 1891.” White women students 
devised a system of self-government known as the “Woman’s League.” Originally 
organized as “Watcheka League” on October 21, 1898, it was later renamed in 1905.70 
White women students intended for the Woman’s League to unify the rising number of 
women on campus. It’s purpose expanded in later years to include high achievement in 
classroom work and campus activities. With the help of Dean of Women Martha Kyle, 
white women students created the “Women’s Group System” or the “Illinois Plan” in 
1922, which included both sorority women and independents. This helped them to more 
fully participate in student life, while providing a way to limit administrative control over 
student affairs.71  
By the time the first African American women enrolled at the University of 
Illinois, white women students had already established a firmer place on campus. They 
contributed to The Daily Illini student newspaper, created literary societies and sororities 
for their academic and social benefit, and began establishing a means of consistent room 
and board through sorority houses (Kappa Alpha Theta organized the first sorority house 
on campus in 1899). The “pioneer generation” of white college women whose focus was 
centrally academic was gone from the University. College life revolved more around 
social activities than rigorous scholarship. African American women during this time did 
not have that luxury. They could not join white sororities and did not yet have the 
numbers to form their own. Although the purpose of the Woman’s League was to ally 
women students on campus, African American women students were excluded, 
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essentially barring their participation in student government. A few African American 
women participated in other student organizations like the Math Club and the YWCA, 
but the extent of their involvement is unclear (there are no records of them as members of 
the YWCA or holding leadership positions in the Math Club during the early 1900s). 
However, educational opportunities for both black and white women did expand during 
the Progressive era. It marks a period of substantial growth in the numbers of African 
American women enrolled at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. It also 
marks the period where black women began to more fully articulate their philosophy and 
aims of education.  
Shifting Educational Aims for African American Women 
Black women educators and activists delineated explicitly the aims of black 
women’s education by the turn of the twentieth century. Additionally, they played an 
invaluable role in the establishment and maintenance of black educational institutions. 
Cally Waite calls this group the “invisible talented tenth,” a phrase adapted from W. E. B. 
DuBois’ idea of a black elite, comprising a tenth of the black population, who would lead 
the uneducated masses. Many prominent black women were excluded in popular 
discourse from the talented tenth—Mary Church Terrell, Anna Julia Cooper, Ida B. 
Wells-Barnett, among others—who engaged in uplift work and impacted the black 
community in profound ways.72 
The Journal of Negro Education devoted its Summer 1982 edition to the impact 
of black women in education. The articles on Charlotte Hawkins Brown and Fanny 
Jackson Coppin demonstrate effectively the ways in which black women affected the 
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development of black education. Beginning with Fanny Jackson Coppin, her educational 
philosophy linked education with service to the race. As “the first black student teacher in 
the Preparatory Department of Oberlin College,” Coppin developed her teaching skills, 
becoming “one of the most competent teachers and learned women of her time.”73 She 
believed that a student’s inability to grasp concepts or understand problems reflected the 
efficacy of the teacher. For blacks particularly, she championed industrial education and 
self-help, while simultaneously promoting classical education. She opened the Women’s 
Exchange and Girl’s Home in Philadelphia, which housed students and working females 
and provided instruction in household science. Coppin believed “if the women could not 
go to school, the school should be brought to them.”74 As an educator, Coppin worked 
both in formal school settings as well as in the community, demonstrating by example 
that education for blacks was linked inextricably to race uplift. 
In a similar fashion, Charlotte Hawkins Brown left a notable legacy concerning 
her philosophy of education. As president of the Palmer Memorial Institute (PMI) near 
Greensboro, North Carolina, Brown emphasized industrial education for race uplift. 
Brown is known for her work in interracial women’s clubs, raising both money and 
awareness among whites toward black education at PMI. Although Brown was known to 
conform to traditional notions of womanhood, she modeled her educational approach 
after Booker T. Washington in garnering white philanthropic support for PMI and blacks 
in North Carolina.75 
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Alongside Coppin and Brown, one of the most notable proponents of black 
education was Lucy Diggs Slowe, who focused her efforts primarily on black women’s 
education. Slowe made several key observations concerning the education of black 
women. First, she pointed out that the history of education of black women is not 
identical to that of white women, thereby calling for the need to study the distinct 
educational experiences of black women. Second, Slowe highlighted the fact that 
originally, black men and women pursued the same curricula—the classical course of 
education. This is important given how black women were later funneled into the 
teaching profession, although they earned degrees in several disciplines. Third, Slowe 
demonstrated why black women needed a classical education to become full, 
participatory citizens. As citizenship rights were even more critical for black women than 
for white women in alleviating the hardships of oppression, black women needed avenues 
to exercise self-government and leadership while in college to become productive 
members of their communities specifically and society in general. Ultimately, Slowe 
argued for the training and preparation of black women for the “modern world.”76 
Lucy Diggs Slowe did not follow mainstream views of the purpose of higher 
education for black women. Instead of championing a “race uplift” philosophy, she 
believed black women should be educated to be “modern” women, a term widely used 
among white women educators and administrators. Slowe’s educational philosophy 
                                                
76 Lucy Slowe, “Higher Education of Negro Women,” The Journal of Negro Education 2, no. 3 (1933): 
352-358. 
 
 52 
focused on providing more opportunities for leadership development and campus 
engagement for black women students.77 
As the first black woman dean at Howard University, Slowe, in many ways, laid 
the foundation for black female student engagement. School policies and tradition 
restricted and controlled the activities of black women students during the early twentieth 
century. The primary focus of educating black women during the nineteenth century was 
for helping the black community, whereas the focus for educating white women was for 
reinforcing their traditional domestic roles, albeit on a grander scale. White women 
followed a “true womanhood” philosophy, while black women followed a “race uplift” 
philosophy.78 
Prior to the Civil War, blacks considered education to be paramount for both men 
and women. Linda Perkins notes, “Unlike their white counterparts, blacks established 
coeducational schools and similar curricula for both males and females.”79 Yet, after the 
war and especially after the passage of the [Fifteenth] Amendment, the aim of education 
for black women shifted “almost exclusively to become elementary and secondary school 
teachers.”80 This shift was due in part to the changing attitudes of many blacks—
especially black men—concerning the role black women should play in uplifting the race. 
Lucy Diggs Slowe would challenge this popular perception. 
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Black women encountered many challenges concerning educational access and 
attainment, especially between 1860 and 1920. Black women were excluded essentially 
from white seminaries and other educational institutions prior to the Civil War. Although 
the first black woman, Mary Jane Patterson, did graduate in 1862 from Oberlin College, 
black women’s opportunities in higher education were minimal. In fact, Perkins states, 
“By 1890, only 30 Black women had earned baccalaureate degrees compared with more 
than 300 African-American men and 2500 white women.”81 This statistic sheds light on 
the discrimination black women endured in their educational pursuits. 
These experiences aided in the cultivation of feminist thought among educated 
black women at the time. They, as well as black men, believed black women needed to be 
educated to effectively participate in race uplift. Unlike white women who used their 
education to escape the “comfort and complacency of middle-class existence,” black 
women used their education to actualize their self-proclaimed calling to work on behalf 
of their race and gender.82 
Black women did not follow the trend of terminating their employment after 
marriage. Rather, black women worked out of economic necessity as well as for the 
betterment of their race. In a real sense, black women generally could not conform to the 
notion of “true womanhood,” and distinction by gender did not become critical for 
African Americans until after the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment, when African 
American men were enfranchised.83 This point marks the beginning of a significant shift 
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in attitude, whereby more black men accepted traditionally white, patriarchal norms. 
However, black women historically had been major contributors to the economic stability 
of the family. 
Women’s Education During the Postwar and Civil Rights Eras 
The nature of women’s education evolved to fit the needs of a changing society 
after World War Two. Linda Eisenmann uses the term “adaptive activism” to describe the 
activities of concerned educational analysts in addressing the issues of women and higher 
education during the postwar era. During a time seen as nonprogressive, women’s 
advocates, in fact, produced new research, policies, and practices regarding women’s 
higher education between 1945 and 1965. While not considered as radical as the women 
of the suffrage and women’s liberation movements that came before and after the postwar 
years, respectively, Eisenmann contends that women students during the women’s 
liberation movement benefited at least indirectly from the educational efforts of women’s 
advocates during the postwar era. 
Patriotic, economic, cultural, and psychological ideologies informed the 
expectations of women after World War Two. Educational practitioners encouraged 
women to champion domesticity as their patriotic duty and contribution in protecting the 
home front. Although women comprised almost half of the college student population in 
1944, they were still considered “incidental students,” and their enrollment began to drop 
as more veterans took advantage of educational opportunities afforded by the G.I. Bill. 
Women were also coerced or forced into yielding their jobs to returning male soldiers to 
help ease the soldiers’ transition back into the labor force.84 American culture dictated 
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that women were supposed to bear the responsibility for maintaining a functional home 
life by tending to the needs of their husbands and children, while allowing the husbands 
to be the “breadwinners.” Some educational analysts also used a psychological 
perspective to convince women that their happiness was directly connected to bearing 
and nurturing children. Taken together, all of these ideologies presented barriers to 
educational attainment for women during the postwar era. 
Yet, women responded to these barriers in meaningful ways. From an institutional 
standpoint, Eisenmann focuses on educational commissions, professional organizations, 
and continuing education programs to demonstrate how women reconciled their own 
educational and professional goals with postwar societal expectations. She highlights 
specific approaches to women’s higher education: 
Three types of responses characterized their [educators and researchers] analyses 
of women’s postwar higher education: economic utilitarians highlighted the 
“pipeline” implications of women’s reduced attendance, and pushed for wider 
professional support; cultural conformists blamed an inappropriate curriculum for 
women’s lack of collegiate interest, and advocated for domestically-oriented 
education; and equity-based planners argued from a concern with equal 
opportunity, advancing the need for balance in women’s curriculum, lives, and 
thinking.85 
The Commission on the Education of Women (CEW) and the President’s 
Commission on the Status of Women (PCSW) produced research studies on how to meet 
the diverse and changing educational needs of women (particularly, white middle-class 
                                                
85 Ibid., 65. 
 56 
women). Although their growth rates declined during the postwar period, the number of 
women attending college continued to increase. Professional organizations 
complemented the work being undertaken by commissions in addressing the educational 
concerns of women. The American Association of University Women (AAUW) provided 
scholarships to women, coupled with governmental efforts to fund more students, women 
included, with fellowships and student loans through the 1958 National Defense 
Education Act (NDEA) following the Soviet Union launching of Sputnik. Along with the 
AAUW, the National Association of Women Deans (NADW) used “self-education and 
programmatic action” to advocate for the establishment of more women deans on college 
campuses to provide support for women students.86 Lastly, educational practitioners 
championed the continuing education movement to present more educational options to 
returning and married women that they otherwise would not have achieved. 
Continuing education programs allowed for more flexible requirements regarding 
course scheduling and time limits for degree completion. Based on a life-span approach, 
these programs enabled returning and married women to plan and meet their educational 
needs around their home lives.87 Depending on a woman’s life course, whether she 
married and had children early or dropped out and returned later, she could obtain a 
degree with the hope of finding meaningful professional and economic opportunities. 
Considering all of the research, policies, and program implementation to improve 
women’s educational opportunities during the postwar era, black women factored 
insignificantly into the equation. 
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Black women could hardly conform to the postwar expectation of women. The 
fact remains that most black women worked to help provide for their families and, 
therefore, were unable to solely perform their “womanly duties” as wives and mothers. 
Black women continued to be systematically denied access to white colleges and 
universities, whereby they could not take advantage of the benefits of government 
educational assistance in equitable numbers. As noted by Eisenmann, much of the 
research conducted on women’s educational issues during the period did not consider 
black women, as black women’s education most often occurred simultaneously with 
work and was rarely sequential to their family lives. Although some black women did 
take advantage of continuing education programs, the programs were geared primarily 
toward white, middle-class women. However, black women did gain momentum in their 
educational and professional pursuits during the postwar era. 
Against the Odds: African American Women’s Work and Professional Advancement 
African American Women’s Education and Employment  
 
Black women’s employment opportunities did not always reflect their educational 
attainment. Oftentimes, they worked in a limited number of professions and for less pay 
than their male and white counterparts. Tera Hunter paints a compelling picture of labor 
exploitation endured by black women in the South, particularly in Atlanta, from the 
antebellum years through the Progressive era. A small but significant group of black 
women from working-class backgrounds were able to take advantage of educational 
opportunities. However, the vast majority of black women labored as domestic workers 
either in the homes of whites or as washerwomen in their own homes. Only a fortunate 
few managed to earn a living outside of domestic work. Hunter states, “Very few black 
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women worked in the professions. Teachers were the largest group, followed by a few 
nurses and midwives.”88 Even after enduring the drudgeries of slavery and welcoming the 
promises for a new life that freedom would offer, black women struggled continuously to 
establish themselves economically throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. 
It was no easy task to work as a domestic servant. Black women bore long hours 
of arduous housework only to receive substandard pay and treatment from their white 
employers. Outside of the strenuous labor, black women (and men) were “seeking to 
achieve economic independence and well-being, minimizing women’s exposure to white 
employers’ impositions and sexual exploitation.”89 The debase treatment black women 
received as domestic workers prompted black parents even more to make sure their 
children, especially their daughters, had alternative means of making a living. Both 
middle- and working-class parents committed valuable time and resources to sending 
their daughters to school so they could, in turn, become a resource to the black 
community through their educational and professional achievements. 
Black women pursued certain types of employment along with their community 
engagement work between 1880 and 1950. Considering that black women without formal 
education were typically relegated to menial labor (e.g., domestic and agricultural), 
education played a critical role in employment opportunities. The careers traditionally 
open to black women were teaching, nursing, or working as a social worker or librarian, 
although a small percentage of black women were able to break into nontraditional 
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professions. Many educated black women during this time believed they had an 
obligation to their communities partially due to the high social status afforded to those 
fortunate few who obtained an education. 
Black women faced extreme marginality in receiving advanced education. Not 
only was this “educational aristocracy” isolated among educated whites, but also they 
were set apart from the masses of uneducated blacks. Whites never fully accepted and 
respected them professionally, which limited their social and economic mobility among 
whites. Uneducated blacks felt the educated elite should do more to help the less 
fortunate. From a gender perspective, black men also added to black educated women’s 
marginalization in the ways they limited professional opportunities for black women in 
black educational institutions and settings. Margaret Crocco and Cally Waite note, “By 
1940, more black women than men earned bachelor and master degrees” and  “[o]ver 80 
percent of college educated black women entered the field of education in the first half of 
the twentieth century,” yet “[o]f the fifty-four black doctorates who became presidents of 
colleges, only two were women: Ruth M. Harris, who became president of Stowe 
Teachers College…and Willa C. Player, who became president of Bennett College.”90 
Aside from educational settings, family and home life also contributed to the pressures 
black women faced in pursuing meaningful and fulfilling careers as professional leaders. 
Black women faced formidable barriers because of their race, class, and gender. 
Simultaneously, they were empowered by these identities through their family’s 
childrearing practices, community support, and their educational and professional 
opportunities. Stephanie Shaw suggests, “within the African American community there 
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existed a construction of gender that was deliberately designed to enable women to 
transcend what has often been perceived by scholars as the multiple disabling factors (for 
black working women) of race, class, and sex.”91 These women’s families instilled in 
them at an early age what they “ought to be and to do.” Their families made great 
sacrifices to make sure they became respectable, educated women, and subsequently, 
leaders of the race. 
The families of the black women who received their education during this time 
encouraged these women in meaningful ways. These women’s families cultivated within 
them what Shaw calls “socially responsible individualism,” or being able to attain 
individual success in ways that enabled them to be socially responsible to their 
communities as race leaders. Despite having careers as teachers, nurses, librarians, and 
social workers that did not grant them the level of professionalism they deserved, these 
women were well respected as they worked to improve the conditions of the people in 
their communities. Educated black women struck a delicate balance between maintaining 
their families, careers, and civic duties. Each woman juggled these responsibilities 
differently, oftentimes sacrificing one for another. However, these women fulfilled their 
own expectations as well as the expectations of their communities through their 
educational accomplishments and service to their race. 
The larger black community played a significant role in the social and educational 
development of these black women. Black women were able to stay in the homes of 
family and friends of the family to take advantage of better educational opportunities. 
Black people also worked collectively to finance scholarships, build schools, fight for 
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equal pay of black teachers, and raise money on behalf of community initiatives. Because 
of their efforts, “schools, hospitals, and orphanages were built, teachers’ and nurses’ 
salaries paid, books bought, and libraries opened.”92 The development of community 
institutions that benefitted not just one’s own children attests to how instrumental the 
black community became regarding the development of these black women’s identities. 
Black women worked in both the private and public (paid and unpaid) spheres. 
Their parents, communities, and schools prepared them for this plurality of work 
experiences. Rarely were they absolved from their domestic responsibilities because of 
their educational attainment or public work obligations. They were expected to attend to 
the care of their homes, husbands and children while balancing any public paid or unpaid 
work. Many women gave up public paid work if their husbands could provide without 
their income, but on average, black women had to work in some capacity to help support 
their families—even if that meant taking in sewing or laundry. Social customs dictated 
the type of work black women could perform. If they were married, most often they were 
not allowed to teach since that was a job deemed appropriate only for unmarried women. 
In some instances, whether economically prudent or not, husbands did not want their 
wives to work outside the home, preferring for them to devote all of their energy toward 
homemaking and childrearing. Yet, black women navigated both the private and public 
spheres of paid and unpaid work for self-fulfillment, as well as to fulfill family and 
community expectations. 
Educated black women primarily worked in four paid occupations—as teachers, 
nurses, librarians and social workers. Typically, racism and sexism barred them from 
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other professions like medicine, law, and business, although some black women did 
achieve successful careers in these fields. While black women had the education and 
work ethic befitting of working professionals, they were systematically denied 
recognition as such. Shaw explains how “family obligations, racially restrictive school 
policies, disparate credentialing traditions, and limited personal finances were powerful 
forces that sometimes brought long delays in black women’s qualifying for full 
professional status.”93 White women denied black women access and admission to their 
professional organizations, which determined the standard for the credentials necessary to 
be deemed a “professional.” Although black women received validation from and were 
considered professionals in their communities, they challenged these white organizations 
to desegregate, and when they did not, black women created their own professional 
organizations. It would not occur until the 1940s and 1950s as black women began to 
have more access to advanced (graduate) education that black women would be more 
generally accepted and acknowledged as professionals. The first group of African 
American women students at the University of Illinois encountered many of these 
barriers to their educational and professional advancement, while simultaneously pushing 
to expand opportunities for black women.  
In the Beginning: The Earliest African American Women at the University of Illinois 
 
The first identifiably African American women enrolled at the University under 
the administration of Andrew Sloan Draper. Yet, the numbers began to increase when 
Edmund Janes James became president. The University of Illinois underwent massive 
expansion during James’ tenure, some of which proved beneficial to women students. 
                                                
93 Ibid., 147. 
 63 
Among the first four university presidents, James appeared to be the most sympathetic to 
the woman’s cause at the U of I. White women first enrolled at the University during the 
1870-71 school year. Subsequently, they represented about one-fifth of the total number 
of students enrolled until increasing their representation to roughly one-fourth by 1920.94 
Yet, the state of Illinois did not start appropriating funds to household science until 
James’ administration in 1907, a department established mainly for the education of 
women students.95 “The enrol[l]ment in Household Science [between 1904 and 1919], 
divided between the College of Agriculture and the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, 
show[ed] a total gain of 768 per cent.”96  
James also oversaw the creation of a women’s dormitory. “In 1914-15 three lots 
on Nevada Street in Urbana were purchased as a site for a Women’s Residence Hall.”97 
The first major building erected at the University was University Hall in 1873. The first 
university building was the Champaign and Urbana Institute building, which was already 
built and acquired by the University. There were over twenty principal buildings built 
between 1867 and 1904 during the administrations of the first four presidents. During 
James’ administration between 1905 and 1920, there were even more new buildings, not 
including reconstructed buildings, than were built between 1867 and 1904. These new 
buildings included the Woman’s Building (plus an addition to it), the Women’s 
Residence Hall, and buildings for the Chicago campus. The Woman’s Building was 
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constructed in 1905, with an addition in 1912. The Women’s Residence Hall was 
constructed in 1917. The University acquired or built tenant houses beginning in 1911.98 
President James stressed this point made by the Forty-Sixth General Assembly in 
1909:  
Whereas, It [sic] is the evident will of the people of this commonwealth that the 
University of Illinois shall be made so complete in its organization and equipment 
that no son or daughter of this State shall be obliged to seek in other states or 
other countries those advantages of higher education which are necessary to the 
greatest efficiency of social service either in public or private station (emphasis 
added).99  
This statement is telling in that apparently it did not include Illinois’ black daughters. 
Most of the African American women enrolled during this period came from the 
neighboring state of Missouri. The reason for this is debatable. However, St. Louis was 
the home of the prominent Sumner High School, a high-achieving black institution. Many 
of the earliest African American women students graduated from Sumner. The majority 
of African American students in Illinois who would graduate from high school would 
have attended predominantly white institutions. It seems to have been easier to track 
African American student applicants from predominantly black high schools. The 
meticulous records of African American students—compiled by Albert Lee of the 
President’s Office—aided in accounting for their presence on campus. 
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African Americans in the Urbana-Champaign Community 
Hardly any African Americans lived in Champaign County before the Civil War. 
The 1850 U.S. census records show no African Americans living in Champaign and only 
thirty-one by 1860. After the Civil War by 1870, 123 African Americans lived in 
Champaign, almost quadruple the number of residents before the war. By 1880, African 
American residents more than doubled to 273. Champaign became one among many 
places where African Americans migrated following the Civil War and post-
Reconstruction. 
By 1890, 250 African Americans lived in Champaign and sixty-six lived in 
Urbana. Urbana’s population—both African American and white—was much smaller 
than Champaign. Census data for the year 1900—just one year before the first African 
American women enrolled at the University of Illinois—indicate an African American 
population of 404 and seventy-one for Champaign and Urbana, respectively.  
This nascent group of African American women students between 1901 and 1914 
matriculated at the University of Illinois at a time when the twin cities of Urbana-
Champaign were racially segregated in many respects. Social customs concerning race 
within the Urbana-Champaign community prescribed the activities and opportunities of 
African American residents. Many public as well as private spaces remained segregated 
until the Civil Rights Movement. A 1934 Master’s thesis by Janet Cromwell attests to the 
conditions under which African Americans in Urbana-Champaign were forced to live:  
Although the Negroes are allowed to attend the theaters, they are required to sit in 
a designated and segregated section of the house. The Negroes do not attend the 
public dance halls, though occasionally one of the halls in the University district 
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is rented by the Negroes for special occasions. The Negro students hold dances at 
Boyd’s Restaurant, a Negro restaurant near the Campus.100  
Both the campus and the community discriminated against African Americans. Yet, 
African American residents and students carved out spaces for themselves both in the 
community and on campus by establishing churches, groceries, eateries, and barber 
shops—places for African Americans to congregate—and by securing fraternity and 
sorority housing for students. 
Concerning housing, African Americans lived primarily in the northern section of 
Urbana-Champaign. “This section is bounded on the north by Bradley Street, on the east 
by Goodwin Street, on the south by Park Street, and on the west by the Illinois Central 
tracks. The district defined above covers an area of about one square mile. To many of 
the residents of the two towns, and especially among the policemen, this section is known 
as the ‘Jungle.’”101 The African American residential area of Urbana-Champaign was 
considered the poorest, most undesirable section of the two cities. This area consisted of 
small, dilapidated homes, which were typically on overcrowded blocks. White real estate 
agents and homeowners discriminated against African Americans, forcing the majority of 
African American residents to live in a confined area, which caused residential 
segregation. Scarcely did African Americans live outside of the defined “Negro” area.  
  The African American community did not have its own defined business area, 
although African Americans did own several businesses in Champaign. They operated 
grocery stores and barbershops, along with a restaurant and other small-scale eateries. 
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Among other areas within the confines of the African American community was the “Red 
Light” district, with gambling houses and speakeasies, which served doubly as a source 
of employment and entertainment for African Americans. Other employment 
opportunities consisted of unskilled, semi-skilled, and skilled occupations, which 
included laborers, Pullman Porters, and barbers and seamstresses, respectively. Few 
African Americans obtained professional status. This small cadre of professionals 
included ministers, doctors, and teachers. 
 Regarding social life, black Urbana-Champaign residents organized their own 
fraternal groups and mutual aid societies. Black churches—particularly, Salem Baptist 
Church and the African Methodist Episcopal Church—remained the primary institutions 
around which the African American community was structured. Black churches retained 
the largest memberships among all black organizations. Some of these organizations 
included the Masons, the American Legion, the Frederick Douglass Civic League, and 
the Republican Club. For black women, they included the Home Economics Club, the 
Poinsetta Club, the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, and the Colored Women’s 
Association of the Federated Women’s Clubs.102 Through their church affiliations and 
social organizations, the black Urbana-Champaign community served as the primary 
source of support for the earliest African American students at the U of I. 
 The First Group, 1901-1914 
The first known African American women entered at a time when the University was 
undergoing an administrative transformation. Andrew S. Draper was at the end of his 
controversial tenure as president, and the University was moving away progressively 
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from its singular industrial educational focus. Between the years 1901 and 1914, before 
the first organization for African American women on campus was established, 
approximately eighteen African American women attended the U of I. Two African 
American women—Bertha Bernadine Owens and Myrtle Lucy Moss—enrolled at the 
University during the fall of 1901. Bertha Owens was a “special,” or non degree-seeking 
student. She attended Southern Illinois Normal—currently named Southern Illinois 
University Carbondale—prior to enrolling at the U of I on September 16, 1901. Owens 
was twenty-three years old when she enrolled at the U of I and studied the general course 
in Literature and Arts. She withdrew after just one year and reenrolled in 1907 at the age 
of twenty-nine. In 1917, she enrolled in summer school in Bloomington, Illinois.103 
Owens did not graduate from the U of I, but she pursued higher education at several 
institutions aside from the U of I. 
A native of Mound City in southern Illinois, Bertha Owens was born on August 
17, 1878, to Henry and Almira Owens. She was one of eleven children (five boys and six 
girls). Both natives of Tennessee, Henry and Almira Owens migrated to southern Illinois 
after the Civil War, where Henry served as a soldier for the Union Army. Henry Owens, 
a farmer, died on April 12, 1901, before Bertha applied to the U of I. She later married 
Dr. A. T. Griffin, who became a Lieutenant in the Medical Corps during World War One, 
and had one son, Alonzo Griffin.104 She taught for a number of years in one of the earliest 
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black schools in Pulaski County in southern Illinois.105 Her brother, Austin, was a World 
War One veteran. Two of her sisters, Pauline and Nannie, were also teachers.  
A Chicago Defender article states, “Mrs. A. T. Griffin, returning from the 
Summer School at Charleston, Ill., spent a few days with her husband.”106 Another says, 
“Mrs. Dr. [sic] A. T. Griffin left Saturday to take a position in the high school of Du 
quoin, Ill.”107 Yet another Chicago Defender article notes, “Mrs. Bertha Griffin and son, 
who has been out of town teaching for several months, has come to spend her vacation 
with her husband, Dr. A. T. Griffin.”108 These articles indicate that she lived apart from 
her husband at times while she attended school or taught. It is likely that she viewed her 
teaching as an act of service to the black community, considering her husband was a 
medical doctor. This lends further credence to the notion that black women linked their 
education with racial uplift. She was a revered educator in the communities in which she 
lived. She died in Provident Hospital in Chicago, Illinois in June 1954.109 
Myrtle Moss enrolled as a traditional student on the same day as Bertha Owens in 
the fall of 1901. She was born December 12, 1883. After graduating from Champaign 
High School in the city where the University was located, Moss chose to stay close to 
home and study music at the U of I. Her father, John Moss, was a local barber. Myrtle 
Moss studied at the U of I from 1901 to 1904, but did not obtain a baccalaureate degree. 
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She remained in Champaign after her studies and was an active member of Bethel 
A.M.E., one of Champaign’s oldest black churches.110 She also remained affiliated with 
African American students on campus. Later, she married Samuel Nelson Gowen, moved 
to Watseka, Illinois, and became a homemaker. She traveled extensively and entertained 
friends frequently with dinner parties at her home. At the age of forty-three, she died in 
Chicago due to illness.111 
While neither Bertha Owens nor Myrtle Moss graduated from the U of I, it is 
apparent that they valued education. Both matriculated for several years before leaving 
the University. During this time, only one-third of the overall student population 
matriculated past two years. Nonetheless, Maudelle Tanner Brown was the third African 
American woman to enroll and the first to graduate from the U of I. Born in St. Louis, 
Missouri, on June 1, 1885, to Mr. Charles Hugh Brown and the former Ms. Arrena 
Isabella Tanner, Maudelle Brown had a strong familial foundation and upbringing. Her 
parents understood the value of education for their four children. Her father, Charles 
Brown, was a prominent educator and principal in St. Louis. After graduating from 
Sumner High School on June 12, 1903, Maudelle Brown applied to the University in the 
fall on September 14, 1903. Since Sumner was an accredited high school according to the 
University’s standards, Brown did not have to take an entrance exam. Brown stated, 
“After my first semester, I was allowed to take five major subjects…this was why I 
graduated in three years.”112 An exceptional student at Sumner, Brown was able to 
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receive credit for some of the courses she took at Sumner, also enabling her to graduate 
with a bachelor’s degree in just three years.  
While at the U of I, she participated in the Math Club and also tutored white 
students in math for fifteen cents an hour. As the only African American woman student 
on campus, she reported no discrimination against her and generally felt accepted by 
other women students. Aside from tutoring, she “worked in the cloakrooms as check girl 
at some of the swanky sorority dances, and at others she played the piano” to earn money 
to help pay for her college expenses.113 One of the other events where she played the 
piano was at the all girl “sock hops,” which were held in the gym. Upon reminiscing on 
her college days much later in life, she laughed as she remembered what the few black 
students did for recreation during her years at the U of I: “On Sunday the five of us would 
go to one of the two black churches in Champaign and sit in the back; listen to the music 
and watch the services. There wasn’t anything else to do.”114 She enrolled originally in 
the general course in Literature and Arts, but she obtained the A.B. degree in 
Mathematics in 1906.  
From the outset, Brown wanted to pursue a career in astronomy. She claimed to 
have taken every astronomy course the U of I offered, but she was dissuaded from 
attempting a career in it by one of her white male professors. Brown recalled, “He told 
me there were only three women astronomers in the entire country, in those days, and in 
addition to this there was the racial prejudice.” Instead of following her heart and 
pursuing the career of her dreams, she followed the advice of the professor. She stated, 
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“When I couldn’t become an astronomer I immediately became a teacher. My major was 
mathematics.”115 
Despite this encounter with her professor, Maudelle Brown would prove her 
mettle graduating with honors as the only African American in the graduating class of 
1906. Against great odds, she persevered and made history at the University. After 
graduation, she enrolled at the University of Chicago and earned a Master’s degree. 
While in Chicago, she joined the Beta Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc. After 
moving to Chicago, she married Dr. Midian O. Bousfield, had a daughter also named 
Maudelle, became a prominent educator, and traveled internationally.  
Maudelle Brown Bousfield made history once again when she became the first 
black female dean of girls at Wendell Phillips High School in 1926, also becoming 
principal of Keith School and Stephen A. Douglas School in 1928 and 1931, 
respectively.116 Later, she became the principal of Wendell Phillips High School, which 
was no small feat considering it had a majority white faculty at the time.117 Maudelle 
Bousfield was the only black principal of a Chicago high school upon her retirement from 
thirty-seven years in the field of education in 1950.118 She also held the highest office of 
Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc. as national president from 1929 to 1931. 
Following Brown, Zola Marie Graves would be the next African American 
woman to enroll. Originally from Newton, Kansas, Graves and her family moved to Pearl 
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Street in Council Bluffs, Iowa. She was born on March 24, 1884, to J. H. Graves, a 
chiropodist. She attended Council Bluffs High School, graduating in June 1903. She then 
attended Oberlin College before enrolling at the U of I on September 13, 1904. She 
transferred to the U of I with sophomore status. She pursued the general course in 
Literature and Arts with a focus in English, however, she did not graduate from the U of 
I. She later became a milliner. She married George James Young, who studied law at the 
University the same year she attended, and moved to Seattle, Washington.119  
Six years after Maudelle Brown, Eva Jane Jackson became the second woman to 
earn a baccalaureate degree in 1912 from the University of Illinois. Originally from 
Gibson City, Illinois, but reared in Champaign, Jackson graduated from Champaign High 
School in June 1908. Born on October 15, 1889, to Reverend and Mrs. A. J. Jackson, Eva 
Jackson likely had a conservative upbringing. She enrolled at the University in the fall on 
September 21, 1908. She graduated in 1912 from the College of Literature and Arts with 
a major in household science. Upon graduation, Jackson taught domestic science at the 
prestigious Sumner High School in St. Louis. After two years of teaching, on June 26, 
1914, she enrolled in graduate school to pursue a Master’s degree in household science. 
She left the University before receiving the A.M. degree.120 
Surveying the first five African American women who attended the U of I—
Owens, Moss, Brown, Graves, and Jackson—two of them not only graduated, but 
pursued advanced degrees as well. Three became teachers and four held gainful 
employment. In only a few instances were there two African American women enrolled 
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at the University concurrently. These five were the only known African American 
women to matriculate at the U of I between 1901 and 1908. Barely averaging more than 
one African American woman every two years, resources were yet to be allocated 
specifically for African American women students. 
Succeeding shortly after Eva Jackson, Louise Laura Lewis and Clara Vesta Lewis 
both graduated from the University in 1914. Louise and Clara enrolled in 1909 and 1910, 
respectively. Louise Lewis was born on August 28, 1891, and raised in Cairo, Illinois. 
Her father, John C. Lewis, was a teacher in Cairo public schools before becoming the 
principal of Cairo Sumner High School. Louise Lewis attended Cairo Sumner High 
School and graduated in 1909 before enrolling at the U of I. She majored in household 
science in the College of Agriculture. The Illinois Farmers’ Institute in Bloomington, 
Illinois, recommended Louise Lewis for a scholarship in household science, which she 
received. After a brief hiatus in the spring of 1913, Lewis returned to the University and 
completed her coursework, graduating in 1914. Soon after graduation, she married Ripley 
Marion Young, a medical doctor who also attended the University, and became a 
homemaker in Cairo, Illinois.121 Her son, as well as her daughter, Vesta Young, also 
attended the U of I in the 1930s.122 Later in life when her children were older, Louise 
Lewis Young became the president of the Community Council, which oversaw Cairo 
Sumner High School. Similar to her father, she remained an advocate of education for 
African Americans in the Cairo community.123 
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Clara Vesta Lewis and Louise Lewis were sisters. Affectionately referenced by 
her middle name by friends and family, Vesta Lewis was born October 2, 1892, in Cairo, 
Illinois, to Cordelia O. Lewis and John C. Lewis. She attended Cairo Sumner High 
School and graduated June 10, 1910. Her father, John C. Lewis, was the principal of 
Cairo Sumner when she graduated. Along with her father, her mother, Mrs. Lewis, was 
instrumental in the success of Cairo Sumner. Similar to her sister Louise, Vesta received 
a scholarship to study household science. She graduated from the College of Literature 
and Arts in 1914.124 After graduation, Vesta Lewis taught household science in several 
cities, including Murphysboro and Carbondale, Illinois.125 
The previous African American women students enrolled in college soon after 
high school, but Mrs. Annie Laurie Anderson was the first African American woman of 
non-traditional college age to matriculate at the University. She enrolled with a 
scholarship during the summer session of 1910. Originally from Stanton, Tennessee, she 
moved to Du Quoin, Illinois. Her father, George Ware, practiced medicine in Stanton, 
and they were members of the Baptist Church. Born on March 1, 1866, Mrs. Anderson 
was forty-four years old when she enrolled at the U of I. Her father was deceased by that 
time. Before enrolling at the U of I, she attended Balfour Johnson, a vocational school in 
Chicago. At the U of I, she studied German in the College of Literature and Arts. After 
relocating to Du Quoin, Anderson engaged in racial uplift activities. “In Illinois, 
Tennessee native Annie Laurie Anderson, who was also president of the Illinois 
Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs, served as the state organizer [of the Anti-
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Lynching Crusaders].”126 Anderson devoted a considerable amount of her time to racial 
uplift after the passing of her husband. Her husband, H. W. Anderson, died in 1916 at 
their home in Du Quoin.127 
Unlike her predecessors, Rose Elizabeth Taylor was one of few African American 
women students at the University of Illinois during this time that came from more humble 
beginnings. Her father, John Taylor, was a laborer, who perhaps influenced her desired 
course study of manual training. Rose Taylor was born on January 22, 1874 in St. Louis, 
where she attended Sumner High School. She enrolled at the University in 1910 but 
discontinued her studies shortly thereafter. Similar to Annie L. Anderson, Taylor was of 
non-traditional age when she enrolled. She reenrolled in 1924 after her marriage to Oliver 
Odell Nance, who was also a student at the University. Rose Nance did not graduate, but 
her husband graduated in 1926 with a Bachelor of Science in Education. He taught in 
Vashon High School in St. Louis, while Rose Nance became a homemaker.128 
The next African American woman who enrolled at the U of I was Frances Irene 
Ellis who matriculated at the University during the 1912-13 school year. She graduated 
from Altamont High School in Altamont, Illinois, on May 21, 1912. She also received a 
scholarship to study household science. She left the University in the spring of 1913 but 
reenrolled in the fall that same year. She left again after the spring semester in 1914, 
following the establishment of the Gamma Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha. She married 
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Harry T. Ballinger, became a homemaker, and settled in Alton, Illinois.129 Her daughter, 
Carol Ballinger Johnson, graduated from the U of I in the 1950s. Following her mother’s 
footsteps, Johnson became a member of the Gamma Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha in 
1952. 
One among many of these African American women students who became a 
lifelong advocate for civil rights and social justice was Eslanda Goode. Born into the 
prominent Cardozo family in Washington, D.C., she descended from a long line of 
educators. Her father, John Goode, received his bachelor’s degree from Northwestern 
University and a law degree from Howard University. Eslanda, affectionately called 
“Essie,” enrolled as a scholarship student at the University of Illinois in 1912. She left 
during the 1913-14 school year, but reenrolled in the fall of 1914. She majored in 
household science with a focus in chemistry in the College of Liberal Arts and 
Sciences.130 She did not graduate from the University, deciding instead to transfer to 
Columbia University’s Teachers College where she completed her degree in 1920.131 The 
following year, she married Paul Robeson, the world-renowned actor and activist. 
Together and separately, they traveled internationally in support of the Black Freedom 
Movement, advocating for the freedom and rights of oppressed people around the world. 
For all of her adult life, Eslanda Goode Robeson championed issues concerning race and 
gender through her writing and public speaking. 
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Lydia Royse Taylor was born January 31, 1889, in St. Louis, Missouri. Her 
father, William Taylor, was a Pullman porter. Similar to other African American women 
students who attended the University, she attended Sumner High School before entering 
the University of Illinois in the summer of 1913. She took a course in education. While 
she did not earn a degree from the University, she did become a teacher in St. Louis. The 
available records indicate that Taylor never married.132 
By the 1910s, many women students—particularly, African American women—
majored in household science. The current university president at the time, Edmund Janes 
James, advocated strongly for women students to pursue household science as their 
primary course of study. For the years 1907 through 1909, the state of Illinois 
appropriated $20,000 for the Household Science Department, the same amount 
appropriated for the Chemistry Department. The state did not allocate any funds to 
household science at the U of I prior to 1907.133 Subsequently, it appropriated $5,000 for 
household science biannually until 1913. Most of the African American women students 
who studied household science received scholarships to do so. From the available 
academic records, African American women students did not receive scholarships for any 
other course of study during this time. 
It is also interesting to note that several African American women students 
transferred into the U of I from other higher education institutions. Emma Matilda 
Ballinger is one example. On October 11, 1892, Ballinger was born into a prominent 
family in Upper Alton, Illinois. Her paternal grandfather, James Ballinger, owned eighty 
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acres of land in Madison County, Illinois—where Alton is located—and was engaged in 
agriculture. The youngest of four children, Emma attended Alton High School before 
enrolling in Shurtleff College following in the footsteps of her eldest brother, William.134 
After just one year at Shurtleff during the 1912-13 school year, Ballinger enrolled at the 
University in the fall of 1913. She attended for one year. She returned to Alton and 
married William Courtland Gordon.135 Her brother, Harry T. Ballinger, married her 
classmate, Frances Ellis. 
Martha Selma Beck was also a transfer student. She transferred from Butler 
College and enrolled at the U of I in the fall of 1913. With sixty credit hours earned 
previously from Butler, she enrolled as a junior. Born in Wabash, Indiana, on April 15, 
1894, she attended the predominantly white Shortridge High School before entering 
Butler College. Her father, W. P. Beck, was a barber. She graduated in 1915 from the 
College of Liberal Arts and Sciences with a major in mathematics. After graduation, she 
married George Harry, taught in several cities including Indianapolis where she and her 
family settled, and had a daughter, Martha Harry, who also graduated from the U of I in 
the 1940s. Along with teaching at a segregated school in Indianapolis, Martha Selma 
Beck Harry established the first Girl Scout Troop for African American girls in 
Indianapolis in 1921.136 
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The next African American women to matriculate at the U of I were the Stevens 
sisters, Edith and Helen. Edith Hasseltine Stevens enrolled in the College of Agriculture 
pursuing the household science course on September 23, 1913. Born in Syracuse, New 
York, her family moved to St. Louis, Missouri, where she attended Sumner High School. 
Stevens was born on April 29, 1892, to Mr. and Mrs. George Edward Stevens—of whom 
Mr. Stevens was a clergyman of the Baptist Church. Upon graduating from Sumner on 
June 13, 1911, Stevens matriculated at James Millikin University for the 1911-1912 
school year. Edith Stevens began her collegiate experience at the University of Illinois in 
1913 with sophomore standing. She received a B.S. in Household Science on May 25, 
1916. Along with her sister Helen, she had another younger sister—Marie Felicia 
Stevens—who attended the University. Her parents understood clearly the value of 
education for their daughters, ensuring that they all were able to attend college. Edith 
Stevens married Henry Rhetta the same year she received her degree. Her father 
conducted the ceremony. Edith and Henry Rhetta settled in her hometown of St. Louis, 
where she became a “pioneer church and civic worker.” Henry Rhetta was the principal 
of Dunbar School in St. Louis.137 
Helen Gordon Stevens enrolled at the U of I the same semester as her sister Edith. 
It is likely Edith Stevens transferred from Millikin to the U of I in 1913 to attend school 
with her sister. Helen Stevens was able to transfer credits from Sumner to the U of I in 
the fall of 1913—she graduated from Sumner on June 11, 1913—and she studied in the 
College of Literature and Arts before transferring to Liberal Arts and Sciences. She 
pursued the general course with a focus in German, also while taking courses in French, 
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Latin, and English. Like her sisters, Helen Stevens was born in Syracuse, New York, on 
February 4, 1894. She was granted a leave of absence from the University in the spring of 
1916 possibly due to poor health. At the young age of twenty-four, Helen Gordon 
Stevens died on June 10, 1918, and her exact cause of death is unknown. 
 The last African American woman to attend the U of I by the spring of 1914 was 
Ivorine McAllister. Born in Corinth, Mississippi on December 29, 1894, her family 
moved to St. Louis, Missouri, where she attended the prestigious Sumner High School. 
After graduating in January 1914, she enrolled immediately at the U of I. She pursued the 
general course in the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences. She attended the University 
for two years before transferring to Lake Forest College, where she graduated in 1919. 
Among her classmates, she was known as the “brainy one of the bunch.”138 
From the records available, at least eighteen African American women 
matriculated at the U of I between the fall of 1901 and the spring of 1914 (Carrie Lee is 
reported to have attended the U of I during this time as well, but the records are limited). 
The vast majority of these women came from elite families, while some were from 
families of more humble means. Two of their fathers were doctors, three were ministers, 
two were teachers, four were barbers, and two were farmers. One was a Pullman porter, 
one a janitor, and one a laborer. These women pursued various careers, most becoming 
teachers, some becoming homemakers, and even a school principal (Maudelle Brown 
Bousfield), and a milliner (Zola Graves Young). It is evident that the expectations were 
high for these women. They were, indeed, socially responsible individuals. 
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Chapter 3 
 
African American Women Organize, 1914-1919 
 
During the 1910s, American culture shifted in appreciable ways. According to 
cultural historian Mark Whalan, “The 1910s represented the pinnacle of the Progressive 
Movement, the term given to a broad coalition of social reformers who drove through a 
series of legislative and infrastructural reforms necessary for the management of an 
increasingly complex urban, industrial, bureaucratic and corporate society.”139 In 
response to effective labor reform, leisure activities became attractive and readily 
accessible to more Americans, particularly for the middle-class. Emerging as some of the 
most popular forms of entertainment were movie theaters, dance halls, and the 
performance of jazz.  
In conjunction with cultural shifts, geographical shifts ensued for many African 
American families during the 1910s. African Americans began migrating north in 
substantial numbers during World War One after European immigration was suspended. 
The hope of economic opportunity, quality education, equal protection under the law, and 
equal access to public accommodations attracted many black southerners to northern 
cities. By 1910, Chicago, New York, and Philadelphia claimed a considerable proportion 
of the northern black population.140 Nearly one-half million black southerners moved to 
northern cities between 1916 and 1919, while almost double that number migrated in the 
1920s. The Chicago Defender, “the most widely read newspaper in the black South,” kept 
black southerners abreast of the burgeoning economic and educational opportunities in 
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northern cities.141 The families of many of the African American women who attended 
the University of Illinois migrated northward by the turn of the twentieth century through 
the 1920s. 
African American families traveled northward seeking both skilled and unskilled 
employment. The fathers of the African American women students at the U of I between 
1901 and 1914 worked in respected occupations. Some would be considered a part of the 
‘black elite.” “Indeed, many of those who went North [at the turn of the twentieth 
century] were better educated and more affluent than most black southerners, as are most 
self-selecting migrating populations.”142 Just shy of half of the African American women 
students were born in Illinois, whereas many of the other women were born in the South. 
For those outside of the Midwest, migration occurred before these women were 
teenagers, as most of them attended Champaign High School or Sumner High School in 
St. Louis. Roughly two-thirds of the women who matriculated at the U of I between 1914 
and 1919 attended either Champaign or Sumner high schools. James Grossman contends, 
“education was central to the meaning of the Great Migration as a new departure for 
black Americans.”143 As such, African American women students at the U of I sought to 
enrich their educational experiences through a variety of media, one being registered 
student organizations. 
                                                
141 Ibid., 3-4. 
 
142 Ibid., 32. 
 
143 Ibid., 246. 
 84 
Student Life and Culture: Registered Student Organizations 
Organized clubs and groups have dictated student life and culture since the 
University’s inception. The first registered student organization for women at Illinois 
Industrial University was the Alethenai literary society established October 4, 1871. The 
Philomathean and Adelphic literary societies for men preceded it in 1868. Literary 
societies were the first organizations officially established at the University due to 
resistance of the formation of fraternities and sororities by the university administration. 
In some instances, literary societies acted as clandestine chapters of fraternities and 
sororities. In June 1876 the university administration learned that a chapter of a fraternity 
had been secretly organized. Consequently, the regent, or president of the University, 
along with the trustees, decided to pass a resolution declaring, “the board condemns the 
formation and perpetuation of secret societies in the University as detrimental to the 
scheme of self-government attempted by the students; and that [the trustees] trust a due 
regard to the best interests of the institution will induce students to disband and 
discountenance such organizations.”144 The lack of control and supervision that could be 
exercised by the university administration influenced its resistance to the formation of 
fraternities and sororities. Fraternities and sororities afforded students the agency to make 
decisions for themselves regarding educational and social matters related to campus life. 
These organizations allowed students to mature intellectually and socially apart from the 
stringent university curriculum. 
Similar to fraternities, the formation of sororities would not go unchallenged. The 
first sorority founded at what was then renamed the University of Illinois was the Delta 
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Chapter of Kappa Alpha Theta fraternity for women. This chapter was established 
October 3, 1895. Approximately three weeks after the founding of Kappa Alpha Theta, 
the Zeta Chapter of Pi Beta Phi was established October 26, 1895. These chapters were 
organized without much support of female students by the university administration. In 
1889 female students petitioned the Board of Trustees for a women’s gymnasium, which 
was originally denied because the Board of Trustees decided it was not advisable to allow 
women to perform calisthenics.145 They did not approve the petition until 1892. 
Additionally, in 1892 the Board of Trustees denied a petition to provide a women’s 
dormitory. The initial plans for establishing a women’s building did not ensue until 1904. 
These were just a couple of the barriers encountered by the white female students 
matriculating at the University of Illinois. 
These barriers were exacerbated for African American women attending the U of 
I. Very few African American women matriculated at the University between 1867 and 
1904. Specifically, the University of Illinois did not admit African American women until 
1901. As mentioned previously, the first African American woman admitted was Myrtle 
Lucy Moss of Champaign who enrolled in 1901 and studied for three years. Additionally, 
Bertha Bernadine Owens of Mound City enrolled in 1901 as a non-degree seeking 
student. Zola Marie Graves enrolled in 1904 and stayed for only one year. The first 
African American woman to obtain a degree was Maudelle Tanner Brown of St. Louis, 
Missouri who enrolled in 1903 and graduated in 1906.146 The graduation rate of African 
American women students at the University of Illinois was comparable to the school 
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average, considering nearly two-thirds of all undergraduates did not complete their 
studies past two years during the period between 1894 and 1904.147 Similar to other 
students, African American women students encountered housing issues, resolving to live 
with local families in the Urbana-Champaign community. Additionally, African 
American women students did not have the support of or the numbers for a student 
organization whose purpose promoted their specific academic, social, and cultural 
interests. They were not allowed to join the white sororities, nor did they have the 
numbers to form their own. As a result, these African American women persisted at the 
University of Illinois to the best of their abilities. 
Coincidentally, the University of Illinois admitted the first African American 
women during a period when the administration advocated for the higher education of 
more women. In March 1897, the University created the Office of the Dean of Women 
and in May 1898, it organized the Women’s Department to address the multifaceted 
issues of female students. Many male students, particularly those in the military 
department, did not attend classes in the fall of 1898 as a result of their participation in 
the Spanish-American War. The subject of female student enrollment and 
accommodations could hardly be prolonged. Subsequently, the University of Illinois 
established the Department of Household Economics in March 1899, where female 
students were disproportionately concentrated.  
University of Illinois President Edmund Janes James addressed the issue of 
women in higher education in his inaugural speech in 1904. In revealing his vision for the 
new educational direction of the University of Illinois, he declared, “The University will 
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stand for higher education of women. It will create new opportunities for them in the field 
of higher education.”148 However progressive this idea may appear, the university 
administration’s position on higher education for women consisted of improving upon 
their traditional household responsibilities. Thus, the Department of Household Science 
was created. There was no substantial encouragement for women to explore other 
academic fields. As a result, the student organizations played a critical role in developing 
and maintaining female students’ interests in non-traditional academic fields. 
Maudelle Tanner Brown is a case in point. In 1903, Brown entered the College of 
Literature and Arts. She participated in the Mathematics Club at least during the 1905-06 
school year. After just three years, she graduated majoring in mathematics in 1906. At 
this time, no registered student organizations existed for African Americans. For certain, 
no student organizations existed specifically for African American women. Nonetheless, 
Brown persevered becoming the first African American woman to graduate from the 
University of Illinois. After graduation, she pursued graduate studies at the University of 
Chicago. There, she joined the Beta Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority. Years later, 
she would also become the sixth national president of Alpha Kappa Alpha. 
Maudelle Brown’s story is exceptional and atypical of the African American 
female collegiate experience at predominantly white institutions during this time. She is 
the only African American woman to graduate from the University of Illinois during the 
first forty-five years of the institution’s existence. Ostensibly, these African American 
women students did not have the privileges afforded to other students affiliated with 
social student organizations. As a result, one particular organization, the Delta Phi Eta 
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Club, was created by a group of women students at the University of Illinois to “establish 
a more friendly relationship among the students and encourage them to strive for higher 
scholastic standards.”149 Considered as an organization whose purpose was analogous to 
that of Alpha Kappa Alpha, the Delta Phi Eta Club was chartered as the Gamma Chapter 
of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc. With the aid of one of the founding members of 
Alpha Kappa Alpha, the Gamma Chapter was organized in the spring of 1914. The eight 
charter members were Emma Ballinger, Selma Beck, Frances Ellis, Louise Lewis, Vesta 
Lewis, Ivorine McAllister, Edith Stevens, and Helen Stevens. 
Emergence of Sororities on College Campuses 
 
Sororities first originated on white college campuses for white women during the 
nineteenth century, and later for black women at the dawn of the twentieth century. In her 
study of the white female fraternity system, Diana Turk delineates how Greek-letter 
organizations for women both supported and hindered the vast majority of its members. 
There were two distinct groups of white women who participated in Greek-letter 
organizations during the 1880s through 1920s—the first and second generation of 
“fraternity women.” Commonly known as the “pioneers,” the first generation of fraternity 
women set high moral and scholastic standards for its members, whereas the second 
generation expended the majority of its time on frivolous social activities. Unmolested by 
the same challenges of opposition and isolation as the pioneers, the second generation 
focused less on high academic achievement and more on their organizational and 
individual social status and reputation on campus. 
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White sororities—originally called women’s fraternities—developed for various 
reasons in the mid- to late-nineteenth century. White male administrators and students 
challenged the presence of women at coeducational institutions in both verbal and 
physical ways. In response, these early white women students created organizations to 
“provide mutual assistance and aid to those struggling to combat opposition to their 
presence.”150 Representing the standard of true womanhood, these women modeled 
acceptable Victorian behavior, excelled academically, and refrained from the more social 
activities in an effort to validate and cement their rightful place in higher education.   
The second generation of white college women differed markedly from the first. 
The second wave of white women students, according to Turk, focused on social 
frivolities, shied away from rigorously engaging in their academics, and acted in a more 
elitist and self-centered manner. Turk notes, “No longer struggling and isolated female 
collegians in need of solidarity and support from others in the same predicament, the 
sisters of the 1890s and early 1900s deemphasized the intellectual aspect of their 
fraternities’ missions while accentuating the social side of Greek-letter life.”151 She 
further opines, “To a large extent, the students who enrolled in college after 1890, 
especially the [white] women, arrived at school with the intention of ‘having fun.’ Many 
of those who flocked to campus in this period viewed their time in school as an 
opportunity to find a spouse—a ‘way station to a proper marriage’ or at least a pleasant 
diversion for a few years before the commitments of adulthood took over.”152 Contrasting 
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considerably with the activities of black women students is this description of the second 
wave of white women’s collegiate activities. Although Turk’s primary comparison of 
white and black sororities as both being discriminatory organizations draws an overly 
simplistic picture of the black sorority movement, it is important to note the many 
distinctions between the two sets of organizations. 
For example, Kappa Alpha Theta fraternity for women publicly opposed the 
suffrage movement. Turk reveals, “Out of fear of taking a position that might alienate a 
segment of its membership, [Kappa Alpha] Theta remained cautious and conservative 
and therefore missed the opportunity to join with other powerful women’s organizations 
in working toward woman suffrage.”153 Black sorority women reacted differently. They 
participated in the suffrage marches in spite of white women’s general opposition to their 
presence.154 Other factors concerning marriage, employment after graduation, and 
community engagement contrasted significantly between white and black sorority women 
during the early twentieth century. 
Overall, African American women in Illinois displayed a keen interest in female 
suffrage. Illinois was one among a select number of states where women gained the 
franchise before the passing of the Nineteenth Amendment. Lisa Materson proffers, 
“Women in Illinois acquired voting rights in three stages: suffrage for school officials in 
1891, expanded suffrage for many municipal and federal offices in 1913, and the full 
franchise in 1920.”155 One of the first elections in which African American women in 
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Illinois were able to participate was the election of the University of Illinois Board of 
Trustees. In 1894, many African American women cast their first ballots in a statewide 
election. Equally as significant, many of these women voted for female candidates to sit 
on the Board of Trustees.   
It is important to note that the first opportunity for African American women in 
Illinois to utilize their voting rights concerned educational matters. Access to equal 
educational opportunities and resources remained a central objective in African American 
clubwomen’s activities. By endorsing a female candidate, Lucy Flower, to the Board of 
Trustees at the University of Illinois, many African American women believed that she 
would address the educational needs of African American residents in Illinois. Materson 
suggests, “Black women’s widespread canvassing enabled white Republican candidate 
Lucy Flower to become Illinois’s first woman elected to statewide office.”156 
Before Lucy Flower’s election to the Board of Trustees, only one African 
American student, Jonathan Rogan, matriculated at the U of I. African American women 
did not enroll until 1901. While the University of Illinois began admitting African 
American students as early as 1887, the numbers were negligible in comparison to white 
female students who also were not admitted originally to the University. By the time of 
Lucy Flower’s election, white women represented one-fifth of the student population. 
African American women wanted equal access and believed Lucy Flower’s election 
would open the doors of educational opportunity to African American women in Illinois. 
Materson posits why this school board election was so critical to African American 
women: 
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In 1894 African American women saw their new voting rights as a tool that they 
could use to lead the race toward higher education opportunities. Although 
women had the power only to vote for members of the University of Illinois’s 
board of trustees, these board members had significant influence setting university 
policy on admissions, campus expansion, tuition, salaries, hiring, curriculum, and 
scholarships for Illinois’s only public university. Republican candidate Lucy 
Flower pledged to secure scholarships for African American students if black 
women would help her win. No such pledge was forthcoming from Flower’s 
competitors in the Democratic, Prohibitionist, and People’s parties.157  
African American women organized on behalf of Lucy Flower and, in 1894, they joined 
the predominantly white Illinois Women’s Republican Educational Committee (IWREC) 
to ensure the success of Flower’s campaign.158 Although it took another seven years for 
African American women to matriculate at the U of I, African American women in 
Illinois made a concerted effort to accelerate the process of desegregation at the U of I 
through exercising their right to vote for school officials. 
Comparing black and white women’s reasons for establishing female-centered 
organizations on campus, the black sorority movement emerged for its own reasons and 
with its own distinct concerns. Paula Giddings asserts, “the particular needs of Black 
students in general, and women in particular, made the history of Black Greek-letter 
groups distinct both in degree and kind from those of their White counterparts.” 
Furthermore, she states, “The growing but still small numbers of Afro-Americans 
                                                
157 Ibid., 25-6. 
 
158 Ibid., 27. 
 93 
attending universities in the early twentieth century created a special sense of urgency to 
form the social bonds with each other that was inherent in the nature of Greek-letter 
societies.”159 It is important to highlight the historical, social, and political contexts in 
which the black sorority movement began to further explore the peculiar nature of black 
women’s experiences in higher education. 
Black sororities sprang from earlier black women’s self-help organizations. The 
history of organizations in the U.S. whose central purpose was the empowerment of black 
women dates, at least, as far back as the nineteenth century. The first organizations 
established and operated exclusively by and for black women emerged during the black 
women’s club movement in the late 1800s. The Colored Women’s League of Washington, 
D. C. and the Woman’s Loyal Union were established in 1892, as well as the Chicago 
Woman’s Club in 1893. These organizations, conjoined with a myriad of others, would 
form the umbrella organization entitled the National Association of Colored Women 
(NACW) in 1896. The purpose of the NACW was social and political in that it created a 
space for black women to address issues concerning race and gender. Shortly after its 
foundation, the NACW emerged as black women’s central conduit for race leadership.   
During this historical period known as the “nadir” of race relations due to its 
outrageous number of lynchings, black women would proclaim the advent of the “women’s 
era,” which implied that black women would be the primary leaders of the race based on 
equality between black men and women.160 Many clubwomen felt that disfranchisement 
was targeted at black men, as well as the horrendous practice of lynching. Black women 
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would no longer be confined to the home and step to the fore as critical agents of social 
change. This feminist ideology would undoubtedly filter down to college-aged women, 
nourishing the idea for college-based organizations geared toward strengthening the cause 
of black women. Out of this movement, among other reasons, African American sororities 
were born. 
The first African American sorority, Alpha Kappa Alpha, was founded January 15, 
1908, on the campus of Howard University. Inspired by Ethel Hedgeman of St. Louis, 
Missouri, the purpose of the sorority was to “cultivate and encourage high scholastic and 
ethical standards, to promote unity and friendship among college women, to maintain a 
progressive interest in college life,” and to be of service to the local, national and global 
communities.161 By establishing a network of matriculating black women, it was 
Hedgeman’s belief that black women could uplift each other on campus and create a social 
and cultural outlet in response to the patriarchal rules imposed upon them at Howard 
University. While established on a predominantly black campus, Alpha Kappa Alpha 
sorority would become incorporated in 1913 and spread to the predominantly white 
University of Chicago in 1913 (Beta Chapter), and later to the predominantly white 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign in 1914 (Gamma Chapter).162 Eventually, 
Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc. would flourish to boast a membership of over 265,000 
college-educated women. 
Similar to the NACW, Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority would have conflicts within its 
membership. There were some members who felt the sorority should take a new direction, 
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one focused more on political activism than dealing with social issues. Some members felt 
that Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority was too closely connected to Alpha Phi Alpha, the first 
collegiate-based African American fraternity. For various reasons, the dissatisfied members 
wanted to change the name, colors, and motto of the organization. Upon finding out what 
these undergraduates were attempting to do, Nellie Quander, president of Alpha Kappa 
Alpha in 1911, stepped in and refused to let any changes occur. She rallied other graduate 
members in support who possessed similar loyalty to the sorority. As a result, the 
dissatisfied members left Alpha Kappa Alpha to form the second African American 
sorority established, Delta Sigma Theta. 
Delta Sigma Theta sorority was chartered on January 13, 1913, at Howard 
University. The members aimed to be more politically and socially conscious, as well as 
involved in the women’s movement. One of their first activities included participating in 
the Women’s Suffrage March in 1913.163 The climate at Howard University was changing, 
and black women students wanted to play an active part in student activities and leadership.   
Alpha Kappa Alpha and Delta Sigma Theta would not last for long as the only two 
African American sororities. On January 20, 1920, Zeta Phi Beta became the third sorority 
established for black women on Howard University’s campus. The constitution of Zeta Phi 
Beta sorority was based on its brother organization’s constitution, Phi Beta Sigma 
fraternity. Oftentimes referred to as Zeta Phi Beta Sigma, Phi Beta Sigma and Zeta Phi 
Beta became the first constitutionally bound brother and sister Black Greek-letter 
organization.164 The purpose of Zeta Phi Beta was to further the cause of education by 
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encouraging the highest standards of scholarship among college women, uplifting 
worthwhile projects on college campuses and within communities, and furthering the spirit 
of sisterly love and promoting the ideals of finer womanhood. 
The last major African American sorority established was Sigma Gamma Rho. 
Founded on November 12, 1922, at Butler University, Sigma Gamma Rho sorority was the 
only major African American sorority founded on a predominantly white campus. 
Teachers, instead of traditional undergraduate students, established the sorority. Sigma 
Gamma Rho would encounter many obstacles at Butler University, considering that the Ku 
Klux Klan held a strong base in Indiana in the 1920s.165 Nonetheless, Sigma Gamma Rho 
would triumph and flourish under pressure, as did its predecessors. The purpose of Sigma 
Gamma Rho was simply to help young black women help others. Under their motto, 
“Greater Service, Greater Progress,” members of Sigma Gamma Rho would provide 
worthwhile community service through 85,000 women worldwide. 
Thus, the four largest African American sororities were established: Alpha Kappa 
Alpha in 1908, Delta Sigma Theta in 1913, Zeta Phi Beta in 1920, and Sigma Gamma Rho 
in 1922. Subsequently, other African American sororities have been established, but none 
have had as many members or the lasting social and political impact as these four. Since 
their competitive foundations, these organizations have worked together on multiple racial 
uplift projects, as well as leadership development programs for their members. These 
organizations have been impacting lives in the black community since the early 1900s, and 
they are among the longest lasting organizations established in America by and for black 
women. 
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In studying these organizations, Elizabeth Whaley contends that black sororities 
constitute a “counterfraternal movement,” and more broadly, a “counterpublic sphere,” 
that have been “opposing since their inception…oppressive factions within and outside 
the university that dislocate and isolate, mentally and physical assault, marginalize, and 
demonize people of African descent, thereby affecting their life chances and access to the 
most basic of human and civil rights.”166 While acknowledging the problems that have 
continuously plagued black sororities (e.g., elitism, colorism, hazing, etc.), Whaley 
demonstrates how black sororities, particularly Alpha Kappa Alpha, have challenged 
ideological and institutional hegemony both within the college setting and society at 
large. Their focus on race and social justice issues diverges considerably from their white 
counterparts. 
Gamma Chapter: The First Registered Student  
Organization for African American Women 
African American women began socially and politically organizing as a collective 
in Illinois as early as the 1890s. Among the largest and most prominent black women’s 
organizations was the Illinois Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs (IFCWC) 
established in 1899. According to Wanda Hendricks, “Its primary goals were linking the 
state’s women to the NACW, elevating the image of black womanhood, providing social 
and economic services to blacks throughout the state, and contributing to the welfare of 
African American women.”167 African Americans from the South began migrating to 
Illinois—Chicago, in particular—before the turn of the twentieth century because it was 
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considered as a place where African Americans could prosper, in contrast to their 
experiences in the South. Many African Americans would also settle in Champaign, 
Illinois, and enlarge its emerging African American community. African American 
women in Champaign also participated in the IFCWC, hosting its annual convention in 
1916 and serving in a leadership capacity within the statewide organization.168 In addition 
to their community efforts, black women’s clubs in Champaign played an important role 
for African American women students at the University of Illinois.  
In 1914, the time was ripe and the need was apparent for an organization that 
served the interests of African American women at the University. During the 1910s, it 
had become custom for white students to dress in black face during the homecoming 
festivities each year. The Ku Klux Klan was a registered student organization whose 
membership primarily consisted of white fraternity members. Segregation was customary 
both on campus and in the Urbana-Champaign community. African American students 
could not host their own activities on campus. Rather, they hosted their events off campus 
and oftentimes with the support of the local African American churches. 
Of the eighteen African American women who reportedly attended the University 
between 1901 and 1914, only two of them are recorded as participating in any student 
organization on campus. Only four African American women graduated by this time—
Maudelle Brown in 1906, Eva Jackson in 1912, Louise Lewis and Clara Vesta Lewis 
both in 1914. By the spring of the 1913-14 school year, eight women moved to action to 
be recognized by the university administration and create a more permanent place for 
African American women on campus. “Upon the petition of the Afro-American girls of 
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the University of Illinois the committee on students’ activities granted permission to 
establish a chapter of the National Alpha Kappa Alpha here.”169 
Until 1895, the Alethenai literary society and the YWCA were the only 
organizations whose central purpose revolved around women students. Established in 
1871, the Alethenai charter members included all the women students on campus at the 
time, a total of thirty-two. Through the literary society, the women sought to “better 
themselves in composition, elocution, debating power, and to enlarge their fund of 
general intelligence.”170 The society also sponsored lectures considered the “best 
entertainments of the season.” Along with the Alethenai, women students organized the 
YWCA in 1884.171 Neither organization appeared to be exclusive at the outset. Rather, 
these organizations needed as many women as possible to sustain a meaningful presence, 
given the low enrollment of women during this time.  
Kappa Alpha Theta fraternity for women, as it was originally called, became the 
first exclusive women’s organization at the University of Illinois in 1895. Pi Beta Phi 
succeeded Kappa Alpha Theta by a few weeks, creating immediate competition for both 
organizations. Women students could not hold membership in both organizations, making 
them exclusive in nature from the beginning. The Ladies’ Glee Club appears in the Illio 
yearbook in 1898, whose only restriction seemed to be an interest in music.172  
Kappa Kappa Gamma, Gamma Sigma, and Alpha Chi Omega fraternities for 
women were all established in 1899. Also by this time, women students had organized a 
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varsity basketball team.173 The 1890s evinced considerable expansion for the organized 
efforts of women students at the University, which continued into the 1900s. Former 
president Thomas J. Burrill can be credited partially as the catalyst for this expansion, 
considering his support of fraternal organizations. By 1914 when African American 
women students organized the Gamma Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc., 
there were more than twenty organizations on campus for women, including over ten 
white sororities, the Illiola and Athenean literary societies, the Women’s Athletic 
Association, The Women’s Group, and the Household Science Club. By this time, none 
of the African American women students were affiliated with any of these women’s 
organizations. Maudelle Brown, the first African American woman graduate, was a 
member of the Math Club. Until the establishment of the Gamma Chapter, this is the only 
instance of African American female participation in student organizations on campus. 
Indeed, the Gamma Chapter served a critical role in the organization and leadership 
development of African American women on campus. 
Although the charter members of the Gamma Chapter organized early in 1914, 
national founder Beulah Burke arrived months later to formally initiate them, likely when 
the weather and time permitted. The Chicago Defender recorded, “Miss Beulah Burke 
was here Wednesday, June 3, to organize the girls. The same club officers were retained.” 
It was a festive and momentous occasion. Indeed, it was a time for celebration.  
After the initiation the girls were served a dainty five course luncheon. The table 
was beautifully decorated with a small table, surrounded by clusters of roses. At 
each plate was a dainty place card. The list of members includes Misses Vesta 
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Lewis, president; Martha Selma Beck, vice president; Emma Ballinger, secretary; 
Helen Stevens, treasurer; Louise Lewis, Frances Ellis, Ed[i]th Stevens and Ivorine 
McAllister.174  
Although the records are limited, they provide vital background information on the early 
lives of the charter members prior to their matriculation at the University of Illinois. 
Of the eight charter members of the Gamma Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha 
sorority, four (Louise Lewis, Vesta Lewis, Selma Beck, and Edith Stevens) graduated 
from the University of Illinois, and one (Ivorine McAllister) graduated from Lake Forest 
College. Helen Stevens died shortly after taking a leave of absence from the University, 
without graduating. For reasons unknown, two charter members (Frances Ellis and Emma 
Ballinger) did not graduate from the University. Of the four women who graduated from 
the U of I, three received their degrees in household science, while one received her 
degree in mathematics. At least two of the charter members became teachers and three 
were homemakers, one of whom was an unpaid public service worker. Considering these 
statistics on their graduation rate and professions, it may be concluded with relative 
certainty that this group of women valued higher education. Whether intentional or 
otherwise, these women laid the foundation for the collective identification and survival 
of African American women on the University of Illinois campus. Additionally, the 
establishment of the Gamma Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority compelled the 
University to recognize the presence of African American women as a collective. 
The Gamma Chapter impacted African American female student life almost 
instantly. At least nineteen African American women matriculated at the University at the 
                                                
174 Z. L. Breedlove, “Champaign, IL,” Defender (Chicago, IL), June 13, 1914, 2. 
 102 
beginning of the 1914-15 school year, some of which were upperclassmen. Included in 
this group were five of the eight charter members of the Gamma Chapter, as two were 
recent graduates. Also, the increase in numbers was due partially to the graduation of the 
largest number of African American students from Champaign High School. Among 
those students were Alice Emma Phillips, Anna Elizabeth Jackson, Ruth Beatrice 
Woodruff, and Mary Glendora Gaines, all of which enrolled at the University.175 This 
group represented the largest number of African American women enrolled in the history 
of the University. Twelve women enrolled in the fall of 1914 alone, which constituted 
more than the total number of African American women enrolled among all classes the 
previous year.  
The chapter’s first order of business concerned increasing its numbers to ensure 
viability on campus. With an eye toward expansion, the Gamma Chapter coalesced its 
first group of pledges in the fall of 1914. Among that group were Miriam Curtis, Felicia 
Stevens, Frances Woods, Dawn Casey, Lucile Sharp, Hazel Alexander, Mary Gaines, 
Emma Phillips, and Anna Jackson. Founding president Vesta Lewis graduated, and 
Selma Beck ascended to that office. Edith Stevens, Emma Ballinger, and Helen Stevens 
served as vice president, secretary, and treasurer, respectively.  
 This group of African American women connected right away with African 
American churches in the community. Similar to their predecessors, African American 
women students collaborated with African American women in the Urbana-Champaign 
community on programs specifically geared toward fellowship. The students who were 
from Champaign originally and remained in Champaign after leaving the University, like 
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Myrtle Moss, stayed connected with African American students on campus. One 
organization with which the students affiliated was the Women’s Self-Improvement 
Club, one of the most prominent organizations in the African American community.176 
They participated in music recitals, among other events. 
 African American women students were involved with most of the African 
American churches in the community. Along with the graduates of Champaign and 
Urbana high schools, African American women students attended annual suppers 
sponsored by Salem Baptist Church.”177 In the fall of 1914, Bethel Church hosted a 
reception sponsored by the Baraca and Philathea Bible classes for African American 
students at the University, as well as Champaign and Urbana high school students. It was 
well attended, and Selma Beck and Mary Gaines—members of the Gamma Chapter—
participated in the program.178 At a concert recital held by the C.M.E. Church, Consuela 
Street and Anna Jackson—members of the freshmen class at the U of I—participated in a 
piano performance.179 In addition, African American women students were given the 
opportunity to display their intellectual abilities by presenting papers on topics 
concerning history, race, and gender at local church programs.180 African American 
women students’ affiliation with the local churches provided meaningful opportunities 
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for them to engage intellectually, socially, and culturally with the African American 
community. 
The second order of business for the Gamma Chapter involved securing housing 
for African American women students. Dormitories for women were nonexistent, and 
white women students faced similar issues with housing. Most women students boarded 
with sorority houses or with organized, cooperative houses. Kappa Alpha Theta secured 
the first sorority house in 1899.181 The other white sororities quickly followed suit. 
Sororities and organized houses lifted a huge burden for the University. Yet, housing 
remained a critical issue. By 1917, the Woman’s Building slated to house white women 
students was almost complete and ready for occupancy. Yet, due to the Great War, 
President James decided to use the Woman’s Building to provide housing for the 
incoming male aviation cadets in preparation for the war.182 Adequate housing proved a 
continuous challenge for white women students into the 1920s and for African American 
women students into the 1950s. Once the Gamma Chapter was able to secure a sorority 
house, African American women students lived either in the house or with African 
American families in the community. They were not able to live in the dormitories until 
1945.183 
 The third order of business for the Gamma Chapter concerned providing service 
in the Urbana-Champaign community and promoting positive race relations on campus. 
Members of the Gamma Chapter volunteered with both the local African American 
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churches, as well as civic clubs. For one activity, Allie Moore and Ruth Woodruff served 
as chaperones for the Minnehaha Campfire Girls at Crystal Lake Park. They ensured that 
the campfire girls could enjoy their activities unmolested. By 1915, Champaign residents 
formed a local chapter of the NAACP, whose membership included African American 
students. Dean of Women Margaret J. Kyle of the University of Illinois also joined the 
chapter, which seemingly helped to provide a better experience for African American 
women students on campus.184 
 Dean Kyle was not alone in her concern for the welfare of African American 
women on campus. Other administrators expressed concern regarding the plight of 
African Americans, generally. In a speech entitled, “What the United States Has 
Achieved in War Activities and Moral Leadership,” President Edmund Janes James 
expressed his opinion on the plight of African Americans by stating: 
We Americans cannot in good conscience and with self-respect line up for 
freedom and fair treatment for the Pole and Serbian without forming a new and 
more potent resolution that the Negro, the Porto [sic] Rican and the Filipino shall 
have no reasonable cause of complaint under our government. We cannot insist 
that the German government shall secure political rights to the common man 
without resolving anew that the ordinary civil rights shall be secured to all 
citizens alike, no matter what their color or race or previous condition of 
servitude, without determining that mobs and lynching parties shall have an end 
throughout the broad territory subject to the jurisdiction of the republic.185 
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 African American women students displayed public resistance to racial 
discrimination on campus when the white matron of a dining room attempted to segregate 
the dining room by race. A Chicago Defender article entitled “Matron Drew Color Line,” 
states: “The girls wrote to Major Robert R. Jackson [an African American alderman in 
Chicago] concerning the [incident] and he at once got in touch with President Edmond 
James of the university. Of course he was sorry and all that and he wished the girls had 
come to him at first, instead of bothering Mr. Jackson. It was a ‘misunderstanding,’ he 
said, and the matter would be corrected at once.”186 This group of African American 
women students, most of whom were members of the Gamma Chapter, were adamant 
about establishing their place on campus, being recognized as a collective group, securing 
adequate housing accommodations, creating meaningful social and cultural experiences, 
promoting positive race relations, and excelling academically while attending the 
University of Illinois. 
Between 1914 and 1919, nine African American women graduated from the U of 
I, including four charter members of the Gamma Chapter. The other five women were: 
Mary Glendora Gaines and Frances Octavia Woods who graduated in 1918; and Anna 
Elizabeth Jackson, Miriam Austin Curtis, and Gladys Russell Scott who graduated in 
1919. Among the nine women who were members of the first pledge class of the Gamma 
Chapter, five graduated from the U of I, and one graduated from Teacher’s College. It is 
inconclusive if the other three members graduated from other institutions of higher 
education.  
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Born on December 2, 1893, in Tuscola, Illinois, Mary Gaines moved with her 
father to Broadlands, and then later moved again to Champaign where she graduated 
from Champaign High School on June 5, 1914. A member of “one of the oldest families 
of Champaign County,” her father, A. A. Gaines, was a farmer. Mary entered the 
University of Illinois in 1914 and played on the basketball team her sophomore through 
senior years.  She is arguably the first African American woman to do so and the 
University’s first African American female student athlete. She also played baseball. 
During her final semester of her senior year, she fell ill and was forced to withdraw on 
May 17, 1918, just two weeks shy of her final examinations. Gaines later petitioned the 
University in 1926 to receive her degree in household science, which the University 
granted. In 1919, Gaines taught at West Virginia Collegiate Institute and married Thomas 
Bolton Mayo, a fellow graduate of the class of 1918. They later moved and settled in 
Chicago. While on campus, she was president of the Gamma Chapter. She, along with 
only a few other women, comprised the chapter at this time. In 1919, the members of 
Gamma Chapter lived together at 506 East Stoughton in Champaign.    
The other African American woman who graduated in 1918 was Frances Woods. 
Along with Mary Gaines, Woods became a member of the first pledge class of the 
Gamma Chapter when she transferred from Oberlin College in the fall of 1914. Prior to 
attending Oberlin, she graduated from Sumner High School in St. Louis, where her 
family migrated after leaving their hometown in Arkansas. At the time she enrolled at the 
U of I, her father, a contractor, was deceased. Her mother, Anna Woods, raised her. At 
the U of I, Woods majored in German in the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, and 
upon graduation, Woods became a teacher.  
 108 
Anna Elizabeth Jackson was among the four African American women who 
graduated from Champaign High School in 1914. She was also a member of the Gamma 
Chapter’s first pledge class. Her sister, Eva Jackson, preceded her at the U of I becoming 
the second African American woman to earn a degree from the University in 1912. Anna 
was born in Shelbyville, Illinois, on July 31, 1895, into a religious Methodist family. Her 
father, A. J. Jackson, was a minister. Upon enrolling at the University, she studied the 
general course in Liberal Arts and Sciences, with a focus in English. She briefly 
withdrew for the spring 1917 semester and reenrolled during the fall. Jackson graduated 
in 1919 and later married Joshua Lightfoote Heartwell. After graduating, she became a 
teacher at Tillotson College in Austin, Texas, board member of the YWCA in New York, 
and the Dean of Women at Virginia State College. By the time she enrolled as a graduate 
student in 1932, she was already widowed.  
Miriam Austin Curtis was born February 16, 1896, in Montgomery, Alabama. Her 
family migrated to St. Louis, where she attended Sumner High School. Her father, 
Thomas A. Curtis, was a dentist. After graduating from Sumner on June 10, 1914, 
Miriam enrolled at the U of I in the fall, majoring in household science. She graduated in 
1919 with an A.B. degree in Home Economics. After graduation, she became a teacher in 
St. Louis. 
Gladys Russell Scott was born in Xenia, Ohio, where she attended Central High 
School. Born on March 25, 1897, to Mr. and Mrs. C. H. Scott, Gladys is one of a small 
number of African American women students who did not migrate to Illinois or Missouri 
prior to attending the U of I. Her father, Charles Scott, was a caterer. Gladys received the 
A.B. degree in Home Economics in 1919.  
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Marie Felicia Stevens was the younger sister of Edith and Helen Stevens. These 
three sisters reflect the strong desire of black families for their children—especially their 
daughters—to be educated. Felicia, as she was called, graduated from Sumner High 
School in 1914 and followed her sisters’ footsteps to the University of Illinois. She 
majored in household administration with a minor in German. After leaving the 
University in 1917, she taught in the public schools of St. Louis for two years. She later 
returned in 1919 taking a heavy load of summer courses to complete her degree. She 
graduated in 1920 with an A.B. in Home Economics, returned to St. Louis, and later 
married Gustave Dore Alexander. 
Hazel Johnson Alexander was born September 22, 1893, to William and Lillie 
Alexander in Indianapolis, Indiana. She graduated from Shortridge High School in June 
1912. After graduation, she attended the Teachers College of Indianapolis where she 
graduated from the two-year course. In the fall of 1914, she enrolled at the University of 
Illinois in the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences as a special, or non degree-seeking 
student, and stayed for one year. She returned to her hometown of Indianapolis and 
became a kindergarten director. 
A native of St. Louis, Dawn Reber Casey attended Sumner High School and 
graduated in 1912. She took classes in the Normal Department for another year and a half 
to prepare for enrollment at the University of Illinois. At the University, she studied the 
household science course in Liberal Arts and Sciences. She matriculated at the University 
for two years. Her father, John W. Casey, was a janitor. She was born April 14, 1984.  
Both similarities and differences existed between the first group (those who 
attended between 1901 and 1914) and second group (those who attended between 1914 
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and 1919) of African American women students at the U of I. Both groups of women 
yielded higher percentages that were born outside of the state of Illinois. More than half 
of the women in the first group—ten of the eighteen women—were born either in 
Missouri, New York, Washington, D.C., Mississippi, Tennessee, Kansas, or Indiana. The 
other women were born either in Urbana-Champaign or southern Illinois. Fourteen of the 
twenty-five women in the second group—also more than half—were born outside of 
Illinois, mainly in Missouri. The other states represented were Arkansas, Alabama, 
Tennessee, New York, Kentucky, Ohio, and Indiana. These figures demonstrate the 
desire for African American families to improve their quality of life by moving to a 
region that provided more economic and educational opportunities.  
The first group of African American women students came from more affluent 
families. Their fathers worked primarily in respected occupations as doctors, lawyers, 
teachers, ministers, and barbers. Only three of the eighteen women in the first group had 
fathers with labor-intensive occupations, where they worked as a farmer, a laborer, and a 
janitor. Of the second group, more than half of the women had fathers who worked as 
janitors, laborers, cooks, hucksters, carpenters, or mechanics. The fathers in the second 
group with more affluent professions were mainly ministers, with one dentist and one 
railway postal clerk represented. This data underscores the notion that African American 
families with humble means understood the value of higher education and made great 
personal sacrifices to ensure their daughters received higher education. 
On average, the first group of women did not have the privilege of living with 
other African American women students who were attending the University concurrently. 
The main instances prior to 1914 of two students living together are when siblings 
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attended the University at the same time. The Lewis sisters (Louise and Vesta) lived with 
Mrs. H. J. Wells at 1410 West Church Street in Urbana.187 The Stevens sisters, Edith and 
Helen, lived at 204 East Stoughton in Champaign until they moved to 1010 West Main 
Street in Urbana. It was not until the 1913-14 school year that more than two unrelated 
African American women students lived together in the same house. Emma Ballinger, 
who enrolled in the fall of 1913, also lived at 204 East Stoughton. This is likely when 
African American women students began to make concrete plans for the establishment of 
the Gamma Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha. 
The second group of women had more opportunities to live together once the 
Gamma Chapter was established. The first group of women did not have the advantage of 
having a recognizable, collective group. As a registered student organization, members of 
the Gamma Chapter were able to set the wheels in motion for securing an official sorority 
house. Although it was not an official house, five members of the Gamma Chapter lived 
together at 1010 West Main Street during the 1914-15 school year when the chapter 
sought to expand its membership with its first pledge class. These members included 
charter members Selma Beck (president), Edith Stevens (vice president), Helen Stevens 
(treasurer), Emma Ballinger (secretary), and Ivorine McAllister. Members of the first 
pledge class of 1914 also lived in this house. 
Concerning their courses of study, the first group had more diverse majors. Unlike 
their predecessors, the second group of African American women majored primarily in 
household science. By the 1910s, the university administration—specifically the 
president of the University—advocated heavily for the education of women in 
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agricultural and household science. The Illinois Farmers’ Institute in Bloomington, 
Illinois, provided four-year scholarships for many African American women who 
pursued their studies in household science.  
The ability for African American women during this period to attend a 
predominantly white institution like the U of I is significant, given the low percentage of 
college enrollment for women in general. Of the eighteen African American women who 
reportedly attended the U of I between the fall of 1901 and the spring of 1914, eight 
women graduated receiving their bachelor’s degrees (six from the U of I and two from 
other institutions of higher education). Of the twenty-five who attended between the fall 
of 1914 and the spring of 1919, thirteen women graduated (twelve from the U of I and 
one from Teachers’ College). The enrollment and graduation rates for African American 
women at the U of I increased after the Gamma Chapter was established in 1914. It is 
inconclusive if the other women matriculated and graduated from other institutions of 
higher education after leaving the U of I. What can be deduced from the archival records 
available is that the first and second group of African American women used their 
privileged position as college students to create a pathway for more African American 
women to attend the University. They believed in the opportunities a higher education 
would afford them, and sought to establish a permanent place on campus for African 
American women students. Essentially, they understood the role higher education played 
in race uplift and engaged in activities conducive to race uplift both while on campus and 
after leaving the University. 
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Chapter 4 
 
The New Negro Movement and the New Negro Student, 1919-1929 
 
The 1920s evinced great change in the social and cultural consciousness of 
African Americans across the nation. They began to interrogate more critically the 
meaning of democracy both domestically and abroad. African Americans, particularly in 
Chicago, began to develop an even stronger sense of racial pride after black soldiers 
returned home from the Great War. Black people sought to improve their condition in a 
society that continued to treat them as second-class citizens. The Red Summer of 1919, 
among other racially charged incidents, foreshadowed the “New Negro” consciousness of 
the 1920s. During this decade, African Americans made indelible marks in the areas of 
art, education, beauty culture, athletics, film, and music.  
African American college students displayed varying levels of this New Negro 
consciousness. Concerning historically black universities, historian Davarian Baldwin 
proffers, “Many notable future black scholars and activists were student agitators as part 
of the New Negro’s collegiate arm of rebellion against white control over black 
colleges.”188 African American students at white colleges also exhibited signs of a New 
Negro mentality. At the University of Illinois, African American students created a 
student magazine to connect and report on African American collegians across the 
country, they helped organize the interracial commission of the YMCA and YWCA to 
promote mutual respect and amicable race relations on campus, and they worked with 
organizations like the NAACP to promote and address race issues. Indeed, these students 
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were conscious of turbulent race relations in the U.S. and sought to make meaningful 
contributions toward social change and racial progress. 
Black women made distinct contributions to the New Negro movement. Their 
private and public roles as both domestic caretakers and economic supporters of their 
families forced them to strike a delicate balance concerning their role in the struggle for 
racial progress. The types of work and leisure in which they engaged affected the 
perception of African Americans in general. As a result of society’s view of true 
womanhood, “women became the most public and targeted displays of racial 
respectability as the designated cultural caretakers of black metropolis homes, streets, and 
local institutions where bodily restraint and traditional gender/class/sex roles were 
learned.”189 Their deportment and activities outside the home presumably reflected upon 
their home life. Black women carried the extra burden of being the primary purveyors of 
racial respectability. Receiving higher education and using it toward racial uplift was one 
avenue to attain such status. 
The Continuous Effects of the Great Migration 
 
Roughly one-third of the African American women attending the University of 
Illinois during the 1920s were born in the Deep South. By the time they were teenagers, 
practically all of them lived in northern states.190 In some instances, their entire families 
moved north. In other cases, parents sent their children northward for better educational 
opportunities. Baldwin explains, “even before black southerners came to Chicago, they 
heard about (and sent their children to) Wendell Phillips High School [in the Black Belt 
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of Chicago] with its modern facilities, integrated classes, and night school programs that 
included early courses in Negro history and literature by 1920.”191 This period marks the 
beginning of a demographic shift of African American women students at Illinois. The 
first African American woman born in Chicago—Iona Fiddler who graduated from high 
school in Champaign—enrolled in 1919. The first African American woman born in 
Chicago and graduated from a Chicago high school—De Ione Canada from Wendell 
Phillips High School—enrolled in 1924.  
The group of African American women students during the 1920s differed from 
its predecessors in that they came to Champaign from a larger geographic region both 
inside and outside of Illinois. They also came from diverse economic backgrounds. The 
professions of their fathers ranged from janitors and mail clerks to school principals and 
physicians. Roughly the same amount of African American women students came from 
Chicago as the rest of the state combined, where none came from Chicago prior to 1919. 
The Chicago high schools—Wendell Phillips and Hyde Park—sent as many students to 
the University of Illinois during the 1920s as did Sumner High School in St. Louis, which 
traditionally sent more students to Illinois than any other high school, including 
Champaign. Outside of Illinois, students came primarily from other states in the Midwest 
and the South: Indiana, Iowa, Kentucky, Missouri, Tennessee, Ohio, Alabama, 
Mississippi, Arkansas, Georgia, Louisiana, North Carolina, and Pennsylvania. 
Academics 
 
During this period, educational opportunity expanded for African American 
women students at the University of Illinois. They pursued their studies in colleges other 
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than Liberal Arts and Sciences and Agriculture. African American women began to 
enroll in the colleges of Education, Commerce, and Fine and Applied Arts. This is 
partially due to the development and expansion of the various colleges and departments, 
as well as the desire of African American women students to study nontraditional 
subjects. Ella Madolyne Towles was the first African American to graduate from the 
School of Music at the University. “Miss Towles gave her senior recital at the Smit[h] 
Memorial hall, which proved to be a great success. Her parents, Mr. and Mrs. Arthur C. 
Towles, were among those in the audience and a number of friends from Chicago were 
present.”192 
Academic achievement continued to be a principle goal of African American 
women on campus, specifically for those who affiliated with the Gamma Chapter of 
Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority. For a variety of reasons, including poor living and studying 
conditions, sickness, and lack of preparation, some women did not maintain the high 
academic standard set forth by the chapter. However, the value African American women 
students placed on academic achievement is evident, as they had to maintain a certain 
grade point average to be considered for membership into Alpha Kappa Alpha.  
The members of the Gamma Chapter competed academically with the white 
sororities on campus. In 1919, Gamma Chapter led “the women’s organization[s] at the 
University of Illinois in scholarship for the third quarter…according to grades[,] which 
were issued from the office of the dean of women.”193 One of the chapter’s goals 
consisted of being among the highest academic achievers of the sororities on campus. In 
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1924, “[o]ut of a list of thirty-nine sororities, the highest average of which was 3.8, 
Gamma stood tenth with an average of 3.6.”194  
African American alumnae also contributed to maintaining high academic 
standards and support for African American women on campus. “Gamma Omega 
Chapter, formerly designated ‘Mu Graduate Chapter,’ was established in St. Louis, Mo., 
December 2, 1920. The aims of Gamma Omega [we]re to vitalize the lofty ideals of 
Alpha Kappa Alpha, to foster civic and educational movements, and to encourage girls of 
Sumner High School to attain a college education (emphasis added).”195 After 
graduation, many African American women moved to cities like St. Louis and Chicago to 
teach at African American high schools. They often encouraged their students to pursue 
higher education, some of which attended the University of Illinois with the help of 
scholarships provided by African American alumnae of the Gamma Chapter. Of the St. 
Louis graduate chapter’s six charter members, four—Felicia Stevens, Clara Mosby, 
Dawn Casey, and Edith Stevens Rhetta—were former members of the Gamma Chapter. 
Majority of the women in Gamma Omega Chapter taught or worked at Sumner High 
School in St. Louis.  
Although the University of Illinois received its African American women students 
from a larger geographic area of high schools within the state during the 1920s, Sumner 
in St. Louis, Missouri, remained one of the leading high schools for sending its young 
women to the U of I. Among the approximate eighty African American women who 
attended the U of I between 1919 and 1929, at least ten enrolled from Sumner High 
School. Sumner was second only to Champaign High School, which enrolled eleven 
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African American women during this decade. Including three African American women 
who enrolled from Urbana High School, fourteen African American women attended the 
U of I from the local Urbana-Champaign community. 
The largest number of women from any singular high school inside or outside of 
the state matriculated from Champaign High School. Some of the reasons for this can be 
attributed to the high school’s proximity to the University and the value placed on higher 
education within the African American community in Urbana-Champaign. Like Sumner, 
Champaign High School attracted students who were not from the local area. Oftentimes, 
students moved to Champaign and lived with relatives to attend the local high school.196 
By 1920, Champaign High School had enrolled its largest number of African American 
students.197 African American high school students from Champaign would have direct 
contact with the African American university students, as they would host many 
programs and activities together through the local African American churches.  
A sizable number of African American women students continued to matriculate 
at the U of I from Sumner High School because of the strong alumnae base that 
developed there. The first African American woman graduate from the U of I, Maudelle 
Brown, attended Sumner. The U of I maintained a small, but steady stream of Sumner’s 
African American women students beginning with Brown’s enrollment. Considered a 
high-performing high school, students from Sumner did not have to take an entrance 
exam to enroll at the U of I, providing easier access than other high schools. Upon 
graduation from the U of I, many African American alumnae—both graduates and non-
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graduates of Sumner—moved to St. Louis to teach there. After establishing the Mu 
Graduate Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha (which later became Gamma Omega Chapter) 
in St. Louis, these alumnae continued to encourage more Sumner students to attend the U 
of I and supported these young women by providing scholarships for them. 
In essence, Sumner played a critical role in the advancement of higher education 
for African American women at the U of I for three main reasons. First, Sumner had a 
reputation for high academic achievement, which enabled its students to enroll without 
taking an entrance examination. Second, since the graduation of Maudelle Brown, 
Sumner had a number of African American women who matriculated successfully, 
making it a more attractive school from which Albert Lee, chief clerk to the president’s 
office, could recruit. Lastly, a strong African American alumnae base developed there 
who created a graduate chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha, which sought to send more young 
women to the U of I and other institutions of higher education. 
Along with Champaign and Sumner high schools, this decade marked a period of 
unprecedented growth in attendance of African American women students from Chicago 
high schools. Wendell Phillips High School sent seven African American women to the 
U of I, while Hyde Park High School sent six, for a total of thirteen. Champaign High 
School and Sumner in St. Louis were the only schools that enrolled more students than 
Wendell Phillips, which tied with Danville High School with seven students. The fact 
that as many, if not more African American women enrolled from Chicago high schools 
than any other area is pivotal, considering that not a single student born in Chicago or 
graduated from a Chicago school enrolled at the U of I during the period between 1901 
and 1919. The New Negro consciousness developed and thrived in Chicago during the 
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1920s, where more African Americans advocated for better educational and economic 
opportunities. It would become inevitable that African American women would begin to 
enroll at the U of I from Chicago high schools. 
The YWCA and its Interracial Commission 
 
The student YWCA movement began in the Midwest in Normal, Illinois (Illinois 
State University) in 1873. White women students established a chapter at the University 
of Illinois on March 19, 1884. Women students actively participated in establishing the 
YWCA’s goals and objectives. Historian Nancy Robertson suggests, “College students 
and industrial workers of both races would also spend the first half of the twentieth 
century working to force the YWCA to live up to the rhetoric of equality and 
reciprocity.”198 Originally divided between two components—the local associations and 
the student groups—the YWCA became a nationally incorporated organization in 1906 
with the combination of both groups. Its purpose was “to advance the physical, social, 
intellectual, moral, and spiritual interests of young women.”199 At the outset, this mission 
did not include black women, but the YWCA incorporated them gradually into their 
membership and program initiatives after World War One. 
Black women created their own associations as early as 1870. Yet, they were 
short-lived due to a lack of resources and resistance from the white community.200 When 
black women were allowed initially to participate in the YWCA, it was on a segregated 
basis. It was not until 1922 that the YWCA changed its policy on integrated seating at its 
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national conventions.201 The earliest black women leaders in the YWCA turned their 
token acceptance and participation into meaningful opportunities for the larger black 
community. 
In 1905, Eva Del Vakia Bowles became the first black YWCA secretary in New 
York. By 1913, she accepted a position as secretary of the Subcommittee for Colored 
Work on the YWCA National Board. This subcommittee developed into its own 
department by 1917. The YWCA’s involvement in World War One presented 
possibilities for Bowles to expand black women’s leadership within the YWCA. “After 
the war Bowles concentrated on moving the national association to more active work on 
race relations.” Many historians credit Bowles as “the architect of race relations in the 
largest multiracial movement for women in the twentieth century.”202 
It was not until after World War One that African American women students at 
the University of Illinois began to fully participate in the campus YWCA. Historian 
Adrienne Jones argues, “prior to the organization of the National Board [of the YWCA in 
1906], black students at predominantly white colleges and on black college campuses 
were welcomed as YWCA members…this group believed that its Christian mission 
should include ministering to black and Native American students.”203 While this was 
perhaps the case at historically black colleges and some white colleges, it does not appear 
to have been the case at the University of Illinois. The university’s YWCA records do not 
include African American women until after World War One when the national 
                                                
201 Ibid., 7. 
 
202 Adrienne Lash Jones, Black Women in America, Second Edition, vol. 1 (2005): 160.  
 
203 Adrienne Lash Jones, Black Women in America, Second Edition, vol. 3 (2005): 390-391.  
 122 
organization began to embrace an interracial agenda.204 African American women 
students between 1901 and 1919 show no affiliation with the student chapter of the 
YWCA. When the YWCA established a campus building, which provided housing for 
women students, African American women could not live there. Barred from integrated 
housing accommodations, African American women did not desegregate university 
dormitories until 1945.205 Following the lead of the national organization, African 
American women students participated in the local chapter of the YWCA on a segregated 
basis.  
The earliest record of participation among African American women students at 
the University of Illinois begins with the establishment of the YWCA’s interracial 
commission. Robertson identifies three components of interracial cooperation: “The first 
was that the ‘best elements of both races’ needed to work together. Second, in doing so, 
they would promote mutual understanding and harmony and ease racial tensions. And, 
finally, these efforts could be carried on within the confines of a segregated society.”206 
As one of very few opportunities to work in an interracial setting, African American 
women students participated in the YWCA to promote racial understanding and improve 
race relations on campus. 
Interracial commissions were prominent on campuses and in local associations 
across the country. They provided the intellectual space for “the best elements of both 
races” to debate issues of race and gender and to implement a plan of action to address 
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those issues. “Interracial cooperation was a strategy that sanctioned a role for educated 
women of both races in resolving together the problems of postwar America, but within 
the context of segregation.”207 The YWCA intentionally used colleges and college 
women to be the testing grounds and litmus test of its developing interracial policies.  
Robertson suggests, “YWCA women developed a deliberate educational campaign to 
change the hearts and minds of American women and girls. Members of both races 
argued that students, girls, and younger women were more amenable to changing and 
could be educated into new racial understandings. Making students the focus of 
interracial education also represented their potential role as future leaders of the 
association.”208 Through the YWCA’s interracial commission, African American and 
white women students began to work together in meaningful ways to impact race 
relations on campus. 
Notably, the national YWCA differed from national white sororities concerning 
interracial cooperation and understanding. The YWCA embraced an interracial agenda 
much earlier than white sororities. As early as the 1920s, the YWCA called for integrated 
seating during their national conventions and in their administrative leadership. Yet, the 
white sororities espoused a policy of racial segregation irrespective of the position of the 
local chapters. Whereas, the YWCA promoted a policy of integration but allowed the 
local associations to handle race relations as they deemed appropriate. In either case, at 
the U of I the national agenda trumped the local in the sense that white sororities 
remained segregated, while African American women students participated in the YWCA 
during the 1920s.  
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An interracial group existed as early as 1924 at the University of Illinois. The Ivy 
Leaf magazine, the official organ of Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority, recorded some of 
Gamma Chapter members’ activities through the interracial commission. One article 
reads, “Two of our girls, Sorors Helen Cantrell and Lucile Arm[i]stead, have been very 
active in an interracial group formed by the YWCA. Many constructive things have been 
worked out by this group.” Providing more detail, the article further states, “In addition to 
this, Soror Cantrell is the only colored girl on a committee to investigate race 
relationship[s] on the campus. In March she made a talk to Grace Methodist Church 
(white) on ‘The Negro Girl and Her Problems.’ During the same month Soror Armistead 
attended the Illinois State Students’ Volunteer Convention as a delegate from the 
University of Illinois, in Decatur, Illinois. During this convention she sat on a committee 
of interracial relations.”209 A subsequent article gives another example of African 
American women students working with the interracial commission: “Sorors Martha 
Anne Roberts, Alyne McRoberts, Thelma Gar[vin] and Pledgee Celeste Cantrell are 
members of the Inter-racial Commission of the University of Illinois. They are 
accomplishing much toward bringing about a more amicable feeling between the 
races.”210 
During the following year in 1929, African American students helped organize 
interracial programs in both the YMCA and YWCA. A Chicago Defender article 
provides a detailed account of one particular event:  
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The interracial commission of the University of Illinois presented a mixed 
program at the Congressional church, one of the largest churches on the campus, 
Sunday, April 21, at 6 p.m. before a large audience of both races. The program, 
which was as follows, was well received: A short talk by Virginia Rowan on the 
purpose of the commission; a talk on ‘The problem as a white student sees it,’ by 
Helen Young; a violin solo, by Anne Walker; readings from ‘Contemporary 
Poets,’ by Frances Brown; piano solo, by Sara Slaughter; address, ‘Negro Culture 
and the Race Problem,’ by John Carter; spirituals by Morris Lewis. After the 
presentation of the program a very delicious luncheon and songfest was enjoyed 
by all.211  
Sara Slaughter was a member of the Gamma Chapter and helped organize subsequent 
banquets and programs for the interracial commission during the early 1930s. Indeed, 
African American women students sought to change the perception of black people 
through educational programs and activities, as well as promote racial tolerance on 
campus. 
Sorority/Social Activities 
 
African American women students at the U of I did not encounter a welcoming 
and engaging environment at the dawn of the 1920s. Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority became 
the vessel through which African American women tempered the racial climate on 
campus. They reported, “The sisters of Gamma Chapter feel the great need of the 
Sorority because the University is located in a small town and there are few activities and 
organizations into which the girls may enter with the feeling of ownership which is born 
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of responsibility to and for an organization or agency.”212 To address this isolation, 
Gamma Chapter members planned activities to bring African American women students 
together. During the beginning of the 1922-23 academic year, the chapter hosted a tea to 
welcome the incoming freshmen girls.213 They held a similar “get acquainted tea” for 
black women on campus the following fall. They hosted other social activities like a 
Valentine’s party and bake sales, “the proceeds of which were used to buy coal for a 
needy family.” Regarding education, they hosted a breakfast to honor a noted black 
educator from Atlanta.214 In addition, the chapter hosted “Founders’ Day” celebrations in 
honor of the women who established the sorority at Bethel A.M.E. Church. The program 
consisted of music, a history of Alpha Kappa Alpha, and an address by Dean of Women 
Maria Leonard.215 African American women on campus created a niche for themselves to 
participate in student life and activities in ways that were relevant to them as African 
American women on a predominantly white campus. 
Along purely social lines, Gamma Chapter members hosted parties at their 
sorority house at 1305 West Stoughton in Urbana. Refreshments were served, and the 
African American students on campus greatly enjoyed them.216 Also, they held an annual 
Dads’ Day dance where their fathers came to campus and were honored by the 
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daughters.217 Gamma chapter members hosted Christmas parties and continued to 
observe the sorority’s Founders’ Day celebration every spring. In 1928, “[t]he following 
program was given: an address by Soror Zelma Watson of Chicago, first anti-basileus 
[vice president]; The history of Alpha Kappa Alpha and Gamma [C]hapter by Soror 
Alyne McRoberts; there were musical numbers by representatives of Kappa Alpha Psi 
and Alpha Phi Alpha; we [members of the Gamma Chapter] also sang our chapter 
song.”218 African American students on campus carved out a social space for themselves 
despite the social exclusion they encountered at times from white students. 
 African American women students collaborated with African American male 
students to plan social events as well. Gamma Chapter members organized an annual 
spring dance in conjunction with the Tau Chapter of Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity.219 These 
women also hosted bridge parties and attended dinner parties at Tau Chapter’s fraternity 
house. African American students on campus created social outlets where they could 
enjoy a well-rounded college experience. They made meaning of their experiences by 
engaging in both intellectual and social activities. 
 Along with social events, Gamma Chapter members continued to initiate new 
women into the sorority. They held rushing parties where they selected the women who 
would be pledged to the sorority. The pledgees also helped them organize activities for 
African American students. “In November [1927] Gamma organized an Ivy Leaf Club 
with Soror Viola [N]eely as Dean. Since its organization The Ivy Leaf Club has assisted 
the chapter in many ways, in addition to entertaining with a barn dance, a ‘bunking’ 
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party, several luncheons, and a hike.”220 Through their Ivy Leaf pledge club and chapter 
activities, the chapter grew more rapidly than in the previous decade. 
Segregation On and Off Campus 
 
African American students suffered the effects of segregation on and off campus. 
Parents and other concerned citizens were well aware of the treatment African American 
students experienced at the U of I. One Chicago Defender article gives a lengthy 
harangue: 
For 30 years students of the Race who have gone to Champaign to school have 
been subjected to all sorts of humiliation and discomforts. Restaurants, both on 
and off the campus, refuse to serve them: the women are barred from dormitories 
where women of every other race are permitted to live. Although the University 
of Illinois makes strict rules for women students, where they shall live and the 
conditions under which they are to remain at the institution, no effort is made to 
apply these rules to our women. They live out in Champaign and Urbana 
wherever they can find accommodations. In many instances they are forced to 
walk miles to get food because restaurants refuse to serve them.221 
Issues of race and gender affected African American students, women in particular, in all 
aspects of their college experiences. 
In 1924, the white fraternities attempted to create an interfraternity council that 
excluded the black fraternities on campus. They tried to include a clause in the 
constitution which stated, “membership in the organization includes all, local social 
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organizations which have had a recognized existence for two years, providing that no 
organization admitting Negroes to membership be included.”222 White sororities followed 
the same segregated policies, although their methods and actions were more tacit than 
their male counterparts. The white sorority council did not permit Alpha Kappa Alpha, 
the only officially recognized African American sorority on campus during the 1920s, to 
join the council. This practice was not necessarily standard for all predominantly white 
institutions during this time. Yet, it was in fact the case at the U of I. The Alpha Kappa 
Alpha national convention minutes record, “Gamma [Chapter at the U of I], Iota, Theta, 
Nu, Omicron, and Kappa [chapters] reported no affiliation in their schools with the Pan 
Hellenic, though they are forced to obey their pledging and rushing rules. After much 
discussion the Basileus [president] felt that we should not make this a National issue as 
[this] might work havoc for those chapters where there is affiliation in the Pan 
Hellenic.”223 African American women were not allowed to participate in the Pan 
Hellenic Council at the U of I. Yet, they were forced to follow the rules of a council that 
excluded them from making any decisions regarding the council’s rules and policies. 
African American sororities at the U of I did not join the Pan Hellenic Council until 
1949. 
The College Dreamer 
 
In 1923, African American students at the U of I created their own publication, 
The College Dreamer, to celebrate black academic achievement and unite black students 
across the nation. African American women students contributed to the creation and 
development of this magazine in meaningful ways. Alice McGee, senior in the College of 
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Liberal Arts and Sciences and also a member of the Gamma Chapter, served as associate 
editor of the publication.224 The Chicago Defender reports, “A real movement to get the 
college men and women of our group together is seen in the publication of the College 
Dreamer, published at the University of Illinois, with correspondents from the different 
universities all over the country.” African American students were not well represented 
on the committees for the Daily Illini or the Illio, the university’s newspaper and 
yearbook, nor were their interests well represented within these publications. The College 
Dreamer allowed African American students to discuss issues that were relevant to them. 
The Chicago Defender article further states, “The [several] fraternities and sororities have 
done much in organizing certain groups, binding them together for the purpose of 
achievement, but the College Dreamer is going them a few better by taking all of these 
groups and individuals and in an impartial way [helping] each group to gain the best 
that’s to be secured in college life and world work.”225 
Although not many records of The College Dreamer survived, African American 
students and interested black citizens must have believed it represented a major 
accomplishment for African American students. According to the Defender, “This 
magazine throbs with the vigor, fire and enthusiasm of youth. It will inspire you, cheer 
you and invigorate you as well as whet your intellectual appetite. The first edition of the 
COLLEGE DREAMER simply ‘took the country by storm.’ Hundreds of letters were 
received complimenting the editors for introducing such an excellent publication.”226 
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Black Women in Sports 
Two African American women students—Mary Gaines and Alice McGee—
participated in sports at the U of I between 1919 and 1929. The Ivy Leaf, official 
publication of Alpha Kappa Alpha, reports, “Soror Mary Gaines Mayo is also the 
member whom Theta Omega [Chapter] can point out as having won fame in the realm of 
Athletics…In her undergraduate days she received her letter at the University of Illinois 
during her junior year. She was [a] member of the class basketball team for three years. 
She also represented her class in track and apparatus events.” In 1924, Alice McGee 
played on the girls’ baseball team as a senior.227 In addition, although not an official 
sports team, the Ivy Leaf records that one member brought distinction to the Gamma 
Chapter as a member of the Junior Rifle Team.228 These two women—Gaines and 
McGee—became the first to participate in varsity athletics at the U of I. 
The Gamma Housing Project 
 
In 1919, nine African American women were enrolled at the University of Illinois, 
all of whom were members of the Gamma Chapter. Their earliest activities consisted of 
establishing themselves academically and seeking appropriate housing accommodations. 
In regard to housing, six members lived at 506 East Stoughton Street in Champaign. They 
worked closely with Chief Clerk Albert Lee and Dean of Women Ruby Mason to secure 
their own house. They did not successfully purchase an official chapter house until 1928. 
Although they continued to address the housing crisis, conditions remained 
cramped and unfavorable to study. In 1921, the majority of Gamma Chapter members 
lived at 1305 West Stoughton Street in Urbana. By the end of the 1923-24 school year, 
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chapter members looked more earnestly to secure a better house that would accommodate 
more African American women. They continued to work closely with Albert Lee and 
Maria Leonard to obtain a new house. They launched a fundraising campaign to offset 
the expenses for the house through entertainment events, bake sales, and the like. Black 
residents of the Urbana-Champaign community also contributed in the success of these 
efforts.229 African American women students fought an uphill battle to purchase a house 
near the campus that was sufficient for their growing population. Feminist scholar Paula 
Treichler details this dire situation at length: 
Black women, barred from national sororities of white women, were not so easily 
accommodated. Despite the ongoing presence of Black students at the 
university…the climate was hostile and restrictive. They were discriminated against 
in housing, in the local theaters, in restaurants and stores, and sometimes even in 
classrooms and laboratories. They were not permitted to live in the available 
university housing. Male students could obtain housing and meals in the two Black 
fraternities, but the female students had to find private housing with local Black 
citizens. Even after a chapter of the Black sorority Alpha Kappa Alpha was 
established at Illinois in 1914, there were problems finding a suitable location for 
the house (a citizen’s delegation protested one site to the Urbana City Council in 
1923-24); a second Black sorority, Delta Sigma Theta, did not get started until 
1932. Neither was represented during this period on the Pan-Hellenic Council nor 
included in the Illio yearbook.230 
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African American women students experienced opposition from white students and 
residents of Urbana-Champaign. Yet, they worked diligently to establish a permanent 
space for themselves by securing a chapter house. They sought to purchase a house that 
would accommodate a substantial percentage of the current and incoming African 
American women students, regardless of their affiliation or non-affiliation with the 
Gamma Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha. 
White women students raised questions about housing as early as 1892. In 
December 1892, the Board of Trustees refused to grant a petition requesting the 
establishment of a residence hall for women. The university administration did not 
formally address the issue of housing for women students until twenty-five years later. In 
1917, it was a paramount concern of Dr. Fanny Cook Gates, acting Dean of Women. The 
1918 Illio yearbook states, “The most vital problem facing the Dean of Women is the 
improvement of living conditions of the Women at Illinois. By more careful inspection of 
rooming houses, by greater cooperation between householders and the office, and by the 
establishment of modern rooming houses, a University Dormitory, and cooperative 
houses, soon more comfortable quarters at lower costs will be provided.”231 Adequate 
housing was critical for African American women students. In many instances, it 
determined if they were going to attend the University of Illinois or pursue their studies at 
another institution with more appropriate living conditions.   
 Gamma Chapter members attempted to address this issue shortly after the chapter 
was established. In 1914, they moved collectively to their first unofficial house at 1010 
West Main Street in Urbana. They bounced around to several houses before they were 
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able to establish a permanent home. In 1920, correspondence volleyed between Albert 
Lee, chief clerk in the president’s office, and Ruby Mason, the dean of women, regarding 
more appropriate housing accommodations for African American women. In spite of 
their efforts, nothing materialized. A few years later, Gamma Chapter members, Lee and 
the new Dean of Women Maria Leonard reexamined the idea of establishing a sorority 
house. 
Correspondence between these three persisted until concrete plans were proposed 
for purchasing a house. Alice McGee, an alumnus of the University of Illinois and of the 
Gamma Chapter, was also involved in the initial planning. Dean Leonard appointed Lee 
to be the chairman of a committee to create a plan for securing, furnishing, and financing 
the house (the Gamma Housing Project). Lee suggested that the chapter purchase the 
house of Mrs. Moore, who was a cook in a white fraternity house. She was renting her 
house for seventy-five dollars per month which, had all the African American women 
students stayed there, would have amounted to approximately what they were paying to 
live in isolated homes across the twin cities of Urbana and Champaign. Mrs. Moore’s 
only stipulation was that the students be required to live in the house for at least two 
years. This housing plan appeared to be a promising enterprise, but for a number of 
reasons, the plan to purchase this particular house fell through. 
One of the primary reasons why the Gamma Chapter did not purchase this house 
was due to a lack of funds. Alice McGee appealed to the national convention of Alpha 
Kappa Alpha to help purchase the house for Gamma Chapter members. One of the 
delegates of the convention from Gamma Omega Chapter in St. Louis recommended that 
the national body of Alpha Kappa Alpha should help secure the house, but no immediate 
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action was taken by the national organization. A few individual chapters volunteered to 
assist the Gamma Housing Project with cash donations, but the national organization did 
not originally support this endeavor.232 
Aside from paying rent of seventy-five dollars per month, the Gamma Chapter 
needed to pay rent for three months in advance to solidify the leasing contract. 
Additionally, they needed to furnish the house with beds, studying tables, chairs, dining 
and living room sets, draperies and other miscellaneous items. Minimally, they needed 
about four hundred dollars to secure the house. In order to raise the money, the Gamma 
Chapter hosted bake sales, teas, church concerts and plays, as well as solicited donations 
from alumni members, the national sorority, friends, churches and other sororities on 
campus. 
Another tacit stipulation for securing the house was that at least eight to ten 
students had to live in the house to cover the overhead expenses. There were only 
approximately seven active members of the Gamma Chapter at the time. However, there 
were enough independents, or African American women not pledged to a sorority who, 
along with Gamma Chapter members, could adequately occupy the house. If these 
students would agree to a cooperative housing plan where they offset their cost of living 
by doing their own cooking and cleaning, then they could keep the financial burden to a 
minimum for those who chose to live in the house. But for multiple reasons, Gamma 
Chapter members and the independents bypassed living in this house. 
The Illinois State Senate was also involved in investigating the housing conditions 
of African American women students at the University of Illinois. Senator Adelbert H. 
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Roberts of the Fifty-Fourth General Assembly traveled from Chicago to Champaign to 
ascertain first-hand the severity of the housing situation. Upon finding that the conditions 
were sub par and funds were limited, Senator Roberts offered to “put into operation 
facilities that might secure financial encouragement for a girl’s dormitory.”233 He 
reported his findings and his desire to aid in the housing project to Dean Leonard. In 
response, she wrote to Senator Roberts regarding the housing problem in a letter dated 
March 26, 1925. She stated, “We thought we had plans almost crystallized as the 
committee investigated the Moore property, 501 E. Clark, Champaign, Ill., for the Alpha 
Kappa Alpha sorority.” She further added, “We thought we had the plans fairly well 
launched and had even paid $75 down to hold the Moore property but the plan fell 
through because of a lack of courage on the part of the students (emphasis added).”234   
It is unclear what Dean Leonard meant by this statement, but further 
correspondence between Dean Leonard, Senator Roberts and Albert Lee suggests the 
African American women students had reservations about living together in one house. A 
total of fifteen African American women attended the University of Illinois during the 
1924-25 school year. Aside from the six Gamma Chapter members who lived together at 
508 East Green Street in Champaign, the remaining women were dispersed among eight 
or nine homes in Urbana and Champaign. Two of these women were paying their way 
through school by working in the houses where they lived. Of the total group of African 
American women students, approximately eight were either members of the Gamma 
Chapter or pledges and four were interested women of Delta Sigma Theta sorority, the 
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second sorority established for African American women, although it was not an official 
student organization on the University of Illinois campus at the time. The rest of the 
students were independents. With low recruitment of African American women to the 
University and with six women graduating, purchasing a house for African American 
women students proved to be a daunting and paradoxical task. On one hand, recruitment 
efforts failed in attracting African American women to the University of Illinois because 
of poor housing conditions. On the other hand, Gamma Chapter members, along with 
sympathetic administrators, attempted to secure more appropriate housing conditions for 
African American women students but could not because the three factions (Gamma 
Chapter members, the Delta Sigma Theta interest group, and the independents) harbored 
reservations about living together cooperatively under one roof. 
Separately, the Gamma Chapter, the Delta Sigma Theta interest group, and the 
independents could not maintain a house on their own. Inter-sorority conflict determined 
the fate of the initial plans to purchase a house for African American women. In a letter 
to Senator Roberts dated April 16, 1925, Albert Lee adequately explained the housing 
dilemma: 
[Gamma Chapter] will lose many of [its] members by graduation, and have not 
made any pledges so that the sorority will scarcely have enough members to 
maintain a house next year. There are not enough members of the other sorority to 
have a house. The few outside of either sorority would be unable to run a house. 
Therefore to maintain a house…it would require the presence of most of the girls 
in the house. The presence in one house of members of different sororities, and 
non-sorority members, would lead to complications and embarrassments unless 
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the sororities ceased to function as such. Whether t[h]e girls would be willing to 
give these up, is a question I cannot answer. In a nutshell, the question is this, 
there does not seem to be enough sorority girls to run a chapter house, nor enough 
non-members to do so, will the girls all live in one house regardless of fraternal 
affiliations?235  
The answer to this question was an emphatic “no.” Neither sorority wanted to live with 
the other. Gamma Chapter members were willing to live with independents, as they had 
been trying to secure a house for themselves and the independents as early as 1914. 
However, they were resolved not to live with members of another sorority. More than 
likely, Gamma Chapter members wanted independents to live in the house with the 
expectation that they would eventually pledge Alpha Kappa Alpha. It would have been 
counterproductive to the goals of the chapter to live with members of Delta Sigma Theta. 
Although they were not officially recognized on campus, members of Delta Sigma Theta 
who transferred from another school tried to establish their own chapter. As a result, 
Gamma Chapter members protested adamantly against the formation of an official 
chapter of Delta Sigma Theta at the U of I. 
 Transfer members of Delta Sigma Theta had been trying to charter a chapter at the 
University of Illinois as early as 1924. They garnered the support of a few freshmen 
women enrolled for the 1925-26 school year. Ella Madolyne Towles, transfer member of 
Delta Sigma Theta, led this group. They encountered resistance from Gamma Chapter 
members along with the university administration. On September 30, 1925, Martha Anne 
Roberts and Gladys Irene Lucas, members of the Gamma Chapter, met with Dean 
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Leonard to air their grievances regarding the formation of a chapter of Delta Sigma 
Theta. They admitted, “there is not room enough on the campus for two sororities for 
colored girls as there are only about twenty in school.”236 Additionally, the formation of 
Delta Sigma Theta would have caused them to compete for new members, thereby 
stunting the efforts of Gamma Chapter members to acquire a chapter house. Because of 
this, Dean Leonard and Albert Lee agreed with the members of the Gamma Chapter and 
halted the chapter formation of Delta Sigma Theta.   
After her meeting with Roberts and Lucas, Dean Leonard met with Towles to 
discuss the existence of Delta Sigma Theta sorority at the University of Illinois. Dean 
Leonard stated there were not enough African American women on campus to sustain 
two sororities. She further stated the university’s obligations were to help strengthen 
Alpha Kappa Alpha, as the members were students who had established themselves on 
campus prior to those students attempting to form Delta Sigma Theta.237 
During the 1925-26 school year, members of the Gamma Chapter leased the house 
of Mrs. E. H. Scott at 904 West Stoughton in Urbana. They paid rent of eighty dollars per 
month, which included some furniture. They still needed to buy rugs, double- and triple-
decked beds and mattresses but were able to manage during this school year. A group of 
African American women graduates of the University of Illinois living in St. Louis called 
the College Women’s Club bought furniture for the house. Althea Amaryllis Merchant, 
alumna of the Gamma Chapter and the University of Illinois, led this endeavor. They 
helped provide for the house with the specified intent to aid all African American women 
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who wanted to live in the house. There were a little over twenty African American 
women students on campus at the time, eight of which lived in this house. Although this 
house could not accommodate all of them, it provided room and board for over one-third 
of the African American women on campus.   
The number of African American women enrolled at the University of Illinois 
increased from twenty-three to thirty-five during the 1926-27 school year. It remained 
consistent for the 1927-28 school year. In order to recruit and retain more African 
American women students, the members of the Gamma Chapter made a stronger effort to 
purchase a bigger house. In 1928, they were able to acquire a house at 1201 West 
Stoughton in Champaign. This eleven-room house was very close to campus and 
comfortably accommodated at least sixteen to eighteen women. While the purchase price 
of the house was $10,000, the Gamma Chapter made a down payment of $500 and paid 
$100 per month. Gamma alumnae members, Albert Lee, President Kinley of the 
University, and well-renowned philanthropist Jane Addams helped to secure these funds. 
Additionally, Gamma Chapter members persuaded Mrs. Anna W. Ickes, trustee of the 
University of Illinois, to aid in securing donations.238 
Since the Gamma Chapter was embarking on such a large enterprise, the current 
and alumnae members decided the chapter should become incorporated. In 1928, the 
Gamma Chapter became a non-profit corporation with the State of Illinois. The purpose 
of the corporation was to “acquire and provide a chapter house for the Gamma Chapter of 
Alpha Kappa Alpha and to cooperate with the Chapter in carrying out its purpose and 
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activities.”239 It provided housing not only for Gamma Chapter members, but also for as 
many African American women students as the house could accommodate.  
After acquiring the house at 1201 West Stoughton, members of the Gamma 
Chapter encountered fierce opposition from the surrounding white residents. They 
protested to have these women evicted from the house because they did not want to 
integrate the neighborhood. A delegation of local residents complained to the city council 
to have the Gamma Chapter removed from the house. Fortunately, there were leaders on 
the city council board who asserted the council had no authority to take any action 
against the members of the Gamma Chapter. Moreover, council member R. E. 
Winkelman admitted “the council has no voice in the matter, the supreme court [sic] 
having ruled many times that it cannot segregate races.”240 The council decided to drop 
the issue despite the disgruntled residents, and the women of the Gamma Chapter 
continued to live in this house. 
Even though they faced resistance, Gamma Chapter members pressed forward 
with their housing project. The university administration recognized their efforts. In a 
letter to Senator Roberts, Albert Lee wrote, “A great many girls have been discouraged 
from coming to [the University of] Illinois because of the poor housing conditions of the 
girls. But these condition[s] have been improved by this [sorority], who with no help 
have taken care of more than half of the non-resident girls here at the university.” He 
further notes, “the girls have been very liberal in their pledging, and have during the past 
year, invited most of the girls who were in school, and whose scholarship made possible. 
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They are solving the housing problem in a very practical way.”241 The Gamma Chapter 
made a great impression on Albert Lee in their efforts to recruit and retain African 
American women students. He recognized their efforts in his correspondence to Senator 
Roberts to provide housing for African American women on campus, which notably 
produced tangible results. 
In 1929, fifty-four African American women attended the University of Illinois. 
This was the largest enrollment in the University’s history. As a result of the significant 
percentage of women who lived in the Gamma House and those who stayed with families 
in the Urbana-Champaign community, the total number of African American women 
enrolled increased dramatically over a period of just one year. An increase from thirty-
five to fifty-four African American women students in one year may appear insignificant, 
but it represents more than a fifty percent increase in total enrollment. The University of 
Illinois did not experience another increase in percentage of African American female 
enrollment of this magnitude until it launched Project 500 in 1968, an initiative created to 
bring at least five hundred new African American and Latino students to campus. 
Ultimately, the purchase of the first Gamma House set the wheels in motion to 
attract more African American women to the University of Illinois. It became one of the 
Gamma Chapter’s defining moments, solidifying its presence and import to the 
University of Illinois campus. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Albert Lee used the 
Gamma Chapter and its housing project as part of his marketing strategy to recruit more 
African American women to the University. Members of the Gamma Chapter employed a 
similar strategy in their own recruitment of African American women students. Initially, 
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many African American women interested in attending the University of Illinois decided 
against it due to inadequate housing conditions. However, as a result of the establishment 
of the Gamma House, more African American women were enabled to matriculate at the 
University of Illinois with the understanding that the Gamma House would serve as their 
“home away from home.” Housing conditions would be one less problem they had to 
worry about. For many of these women, their participation or affiliation with the Gamma 
Chapter was their own personal defining moment at the University of Illinois. They were 
enabled to develop their leadership abilities, while simultaneously developing a political 
and social consciousness.  
In essence, African American women students during the 1920s exhibited a 
developing racial consciousness in response to the New Negro Movement spreading 
throughout the country. They, along with African American male students on campus, 
created their own publication to bring national recognition to black student achievement. 
They worked adamantly to promote positive race relations on campus through their 
involvement with the interracial commission of the YWCA. They sought to expand 
educational opportunities for black women through their efforts to establish a permanent 
place for themselves on campus, which enabled them to recruit more African American 
women students to the U of I. Last, but not least, they resisted attempts by the campus 
and community to segregate them and pushed for equal consideration from the University 
as a recognizable collective of African American women students. The 1920s represents 
a decade of expanded opportunities for African American students at the U of I. African 
American women played a decisive role in that expansion. 
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Chapter 5 
 
The New Deal and the Expansion of Educational Opportunities for  
 
African American Women, 1929-1939 
 
“Discrimination against our students at the University of Illinois is going to be 
wiped out if it takes the state militia to do so.”242 This was the sentiment of concerned 
African Americans regarding the plight of African American students moving into the 
1929-30 school year. African American students continued to face discrimination 
concerning student housing, as well as service in local restaurants, theaters, and drug 
stores. The 1920s had come and gone with notable progress made for African American 
students at the U of I. Yet, there were more barriers to be overcome and greater tasks to 
be undertaken. Certainly, the “New Negro” consciousness of the 1920s spilled over into 
the 1930s. 
Although they achieved measurable economic and educational progress during 
the 1920s, African Americans faced turbulent times during the 1930s. The Great 
Depression intensified an already tenuous economic position for African Americans. It 
catalyzed stronger racial tension, as unemployment spiked and everyone scrambled for 
dwindling economic resources. Although the number of lynchings waned during the 
1920s, it increased considerably from 1929 to 1930, just one year after the stock market 
crash on October 29, 1929. 
Yet, the number of African Americans who attended college increased 
exponentially. Historian Harvard Sitkoff suggests that the “total Negro college 
enrollment rose from less than 2000 in 1915 to about 14,000 at the start of the Great 
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Depression.”243 College enrollment continued to increase primarily as a result of the New 
Deal programs implemented under the Roosevelt administration. Under the Works 
Progress Administration (WPA), its youth agency, the National Youth Administration 
(NYA), provided employment for thousands of African American college students 
between 1935 and 1943. WPA policies forbade any discrimination on the basis of race. 
Consequently, the NYA paid equal wages to African Americans and whites. According to 
Sitkoff, “Afro-Americans constituted at least 10 percent of all students helped by the 
NYA.”244 New Deal programs contributed significantly to the increase in undergraduate 
and graduate education for African Americans, as “both the number of Negro college 
students and Negro college graduates more than doubled during the New Deal. Almost 
two hundred Afro-Americans received doctorates in the 1930s…compared to but forty-
five in the first three decades of the century. Federal funding had started to make a real 
difference to Afro-Americans.”245 Despite all of the hardships African Americans faced 
as a result of the Great Depression, government assistance through New Deal programs 
ostensibly precipitated educational advancement. 
The Great Depression years evinced a shift in the economic status of African 
American students attending the University of Illinois. More students of humble means 
began to enroll with the help of federal financial assistance. As a condition of 
employment under the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, all students had to 
certify that it was “impossible…to meet the cost of attending the University for the 
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current year without financial aid from a Federal Student Relief Project.”246 On the 
applications, students had to provide references from people, other than family, who 
could attest to their need of work to support themselves while attending college. The 
students requested to work anywhere from ten to thirty hours per week. They used the 
money earned from the NYA to pay for tuition, room and board, books, and other 
necessities. Many of their parents worked for either the Public Works Administration or 
the Works Progress Administration as steel workers, laborers, maids, janitors, gardeners, 
bookkeepers, and some reported no occupation at all. 
The financial aid applications solicited information about each student’s age, 
height, weight, health, technical training, and university average. It also requested 
information on students’ savings, debts owed, parents’ occupation, and preferred work. 
Students had to “maintain a high grade of college work in order to be eligible for 
employment on a [NYA] project.” Students faced termination—and indeed were 
terminated—if their grades fell below this standard. The students worked on university 
projects as clerks, lab and library assistants, tabulators of statistical data, and some 
performed agricultural work under professors and administrators on campus in different 
departments. They worked for roughly thirty cents an hour. There were not enough jobs 
available to meet the demand of student petitions for NYA assistance. This provides 
evidence of the value of education in the African American community and the 
willingness of students to work both mentally and physically to receive and attain higher 
education. 
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During the 1930s, African American students who were among the top ten 
percent of their graduating high school classes were eligible to receive the General 
Assembly scholarship. A number of Illinois state senators were involved in increasing the 
number of African American students at the University through scholarships and work-
study programs. 
Midian O. Bousfield, Maudelle Bousfield’s husband, was a member of the Illinois 
State Advisory Committee for the NYA. He wrote letters for African American women 
students to receive NYA funds to attend the University. One student, Beverly Greene, 
received sixty cents an hour as a graduate student.247 African American women students 
also listed Maudelle Bousfield and Albert Lee repeatedly as references on their financial 
aid applications.  
During the 1930s, we begin to see a connection between the earliest African 
American women students and those of the 1930s. It appears as though the matriculation 
of African American women students at the University was not haphazard, but rather a 
calculated effort on behalf of the African American community, particularly African 
American women and alumnae. Louise Lewis Young, graduate of the class of 1914, 
enrolled her daughter Vesta Young in the mid-1930s. Similarly, Walter Thomas Bailey, 
the second African American graduate and first in architectural engineering at the U of I, 
enrolled his daughter, Alberta Bailey, in 1934.248 
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Many African American students wrote to university administrators seeking 
information regarding governmental financial aid. In a letter to U of I President Arthur 
Willard, one student inquires about NYA assistance: 
Several weeks ago, I [Gladys Laden] wrote to Washington, D.C. for particulars 
about the Government project which will afford students $15.00 per month. I was 
referred to you [President Willard] for further information and necessary 
applications. Last year was quite a difficult one for me because of insufficient 
finances…I am welcoming the incoming school year with enthusiasm and feel 
capable of improving my scholarship, if my financial responsibility is less. I am, 
Sincerely Yours, Gladys B. Laden.249   
In many of the applications for financial aid, African American students identified 
themselves as “American Negro,” perhaps laying claim to their rights as citizens and to 
government assistance, as well as demonstrating racial pride. 
Black Chicagoans were becoming even more confrontational regarding 
educational equality by the 1930s. They challenged state legislators, as well as university 
administrators, concerning the unequal treatment of African American students at the 
University of Illinois. Specifically, Black Chicagoans demanded that black state 
legislators become more actively involved in addressing issues concerning race at the U 
of I. Through the Chicago Defender, black Chicagoans launched a campaign to oust any 
black state legislator who did not prioritize addressing the deplorable living conditions of 
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U of I’s African American students.250 Some of the problems African American students 
faced revolved around discrimination in university housing, restaurants, and theaters.  
Black state legislators fired back against the allegations of their indifference 
concerning African American students. One member of the Illinois General Assembly, 
Harris B. Gaines, retorted,  
Representative Warfield and I did visit the university and made an investigation 
of the treatment of Colored students. We held a meeting with the Colored girl 
students and a meeting with the Colored boys of the university. We questioned 
them concerning reports of discrimination in the university. They denied that they 
had suffered from any discrimination within the university. They contended that 
every complaint that they had made had received full consideration from the 
faculty and that the president of the university had made it fully understood by all 
that the Colored students must receive all the privileges that other students 
receive.  
Concerning matters of segregation in the cities of Urbana and Champaign, Gaines 
conceded, “Outside the university there is discrimination, the same as there is in Chicago 
and every other city in this state. The theaters and restaurants discriminate against them 
in Champaign and Urbana, the same as they do in some places in Chicago. Those 
students who live in the city must find rooms with Colored people the same as they do in 
Chicago.”251 Although Gaines admitted discrimination did exist in Urbana and 
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Champaign, he refuted the claim of political apathy on behalf of the black state 
legislators.  
African American Student Life in the 1930s 
 
The Illinois Intercollegiate Club 
 
African American students at the University of Illinois established the Illinois 
Intercollegiate Club under the leadership of Julma Violet Brown in November 1929. All 
university students were eligible for membership, but it is inconclusive if white students 
participated in this organization. Julma Brown, a 1931 graduate of the College of Liberal 
Arts and Sciences, served as its first president.252  
Some of its activities consisted of an annual dinner-dance, masquerade ball, and 
debates. These debates served as some of the earliest opportunities of which African 
American women could display their oratorical skills. Some of the debate topics 
included: “Resolved that the Negro College Student is Losing His Religion,”—where an 
African American woman student debated on both sides—and “Resolved that a man 
should do more for his wife than for his mother.”253 The director of the club was Attorney 
Frederick H. H. Robb—member of Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity—who also directed the 
Washington Intercollegiate Club in Chicago. 
The Illinois Intercollegiate Club also held a weekend of festivities in the spring of 
1931, which included a “Miss Intercollegiate” contest for women students on campus. 
The winner, along with the first and second runners-up, received silver loving cups at the 
second annual spring prom. The winner, Sara Louise Slaughter of St. Louis, was a 
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member of the Gamma Chapter and co-chairman of the YWCA’s interracial commission. 
Maudelle Brown Bousfield, first African American woman graduate of the U of I and 
national president of Alpha Kappa Alpha, was the guest of honor and “placed the silver 
crown sprinkled with rhinestones on Miss Slaughter.”254  
Cenacle 
 
As interest in the Illinois Intercollegiate Club began to decline, African American 
students created another student organization called Cenacle, the first African American 
Honor Society established on campus, in the spring of 1933. They initiated James 
Weldon Johnson as their first honorary member in November 1933. The purpose of the 
organization was to “promote deeper interest in Negro arts and letters” and was 
recognized officially as a student organization by the senate committee on student affairs 
in November 1933. Among the five initiates in the fall of 1933 were two African 
American women—Audrey Benton and Beverly Greene. The organization existed on 
campus at least from 1933 through 1937.255 
Also among Cenacle’s honorary members was Ruth Attaway, a famous Broadway 
actress.256 She graduated from the U of I in 1933 before pursuing her acting career. She is 
the daughter of Dr. William S. Attaway, a surgeon and founding member of the National 
Negro Insurance Association. Her sister, Florence, and brother, William, also attended 
the U of I. Her brother, William, was famous in his own right. He co-wrote a popular 
                                                
254 Editorial, “Intercollegiates at U. of Illinois Hold Festivities,” Defender (Chicago, IL), June 6, 1931, 6. 
 
255 Editorial, “YM Cornerstone Dedication Sunday will [sic] Attract Students, Faculty,” Daily Illini 
(Urbana, IL), November 19, 1937, 5. 
 
256 Editorial, “Marian Singleton Wins New Honors for Herself and Gamma,” Ivy Leaf (Louisville, KY), 
June 1937, 14. 
 152 
version of the famous song “Day-O,” also known as the “Banana Boat Song,” for singer, 
actor, and social activist Harry Belafonte. 
Cenacle’s activities consisted of an annual Halloween costume party, a ballet 
dance production entitled “Sadhji,” and a social mixer for African American students. 
Marian Singleton, member of the Gamma Chapter, served as the president in 1937.257 
Cenacle provided a space for African American students to learn about and discuss 
African American art and culture with organizational support, a medium otherwise closed 
to them prior to this organization’s establishment. 
Alpha Nu Chapter of Delta Sigma Theta Sorority 
 
Although the Gamma Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority occupied the 
campus as the only registered student organization for African American women, 
members of Delta Sigma Theta sorority tried to charter a chapter at the U of I as early as 
1924. Ella Madolyne Towles, transfer member of Delta Sigma Theta, tried to establish a 
chapter at U of I, but was initially denied approval from Maria Leonard, dean of women 
students. Without an official chapter charter, Towles, along with members of the Lambda 
Chapter in Chicago, pledged a U of I student without the approval of the University or 
the national sorority. Essentially, Towles’ actions delayed the establishment of Delta 
Sigma Theta as a recognized student organization on the U of I campus, as she acted 
against the university protocol of petitioning for a new sorority chapter. Leonard 
informed Towles of the protocol for petitioning for a new organization, in addition to 
informing her that there were not enough African American women students on campus 
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for two sororities. Leonard affirmed the University’s obligation to strengthen the Gamma 
Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha, which was already active on campus.258 
Not to be dissuaded, African American women students interested in establishing 
a chapter of Delta Sigma Theta submitted a petition for formal recognition during the 
1926-27 school year. However, the petition was suppressed until Albert Lee, chief clerk 
in the president’s office, and Maria Leonard could discuss the matter further. They 
withheld the petition from being sent to the senate committee on student affairs, which 
decided ultimately if new organizations would get university approval.259 
Ethel La May Calimese, national president of Delta Sigma Theta, contacted the 
University to relieve the mounting tension between the students interested in forming a 
chapter of Delta and university administrators. Calimese wrote a letter to Maria Leonard 
ensuring the compliance of Madolyne Towles to university rules and procedures. She 
writes, “As a member of Delta Sigma Theta, Miss [Towles] is very anxious for the 
furtherance of the best interests of her Sorority. As a student in the University of Illinois 
she is just as anxious for the adherence to University regulations.” Further, Calimese 
states to Leonard, “let me assure you that Miss [Ada Josephine] Jones, nor any other 
student at Illinois will be initiated by Delta Sigma Theta without your approval or against 
the regulations of the University.”260 Perhaps, Ada Jones did not receive formal 
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recognition as a member of Delta Sigma Theta from the national organization initially, 
but she was listed as a member in the University’s 1930 yearbook.261 
Calimese made an appointment to meet with Leonard personally after their initial 
correspondence. They met April 30, 1927, to discuss the chartering of an official chapter 
of Delta. Calimese presented the arguments that “every girl should have sorority life” and 
that “it would mean better housing” for African American women students. The Gamma 
Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha did not allow every African American woman student on 
campus to join, essentially denying the privileges of sorority life to a number of students. 
Chief Clerk Albert Lee disclosed his opinion on the matter in a letter to Maria Leonard: 
“May I not venture the remark, that if the present Chapter, A.K.A., wishes to occupy the 
ground exclusively, they should adopt a more liberal policy of rushing, and extend their 
membership on less exclusive grounds.”262 
In subsequent correspondence to Maria Leonard, Ethel Calimese explained the 
benefits a chapter of Delta Sigma Theta would bring to the University. She declares:  
I assure you that we shall maintain a superior standard for scholarship…and do all 
in our power to promote amiable relations with the other fraternal organizations 
on your campus. This, I believe…will result in a friendly competition between 
Alpha Kappa Alpha and Delta Sigma Theta which will promote higher 
scholarship, finer womanhood and more whole hearted school spirit in both 
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groups. To this opinion I’m confident the representative members of Alpha Kappa 
Alpha would also subscribe.263 
African American women students, as well as Ethel Calimese, made several attempts to 
persuade Maria Leonard to support the establishment of a chapter of Delta at the 
University. However, these attempts were unsuccessful. Anna Johnson, who succeeded 
Calimese as national president of Delta Sigma Theta, continued her predecessor’s efforts 
for university recognition. She contacted the University in 1930 regarding the formation 
of a chapter of Delta, but there is no record of any response from university 
administrators.264 
In 1932, after many years of controversy and counteraction, transfer members of 
Delta Sigma Theta sorority inaugurated the Alpha Nu Chapter of Delta Sigma Theta—an 
official chapter sanctioned by the University and the national sorority. The senate 
committee on student affairs approved the petition for a new African American sorority 
on March 11, 1932.265 Seven African American women students—six undergraduates and 
one graduate—organized the Alpha Nu Chapter on May 14, 1932.266 The seven charter 
members were Carolyn Jackson, Edna Jones, Camille King, Clover Oliver, Lila 
Benjamin, Anna Walker, and Alice Williams. Two of the seven charter members, Clover 
Oliver and Anna Walker, were already members of Delta Sigma Theta prior to the 
establishment of the Alpha Nu Chapter.  
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Bonnie Lynne Osborne, Delta’s Midwestern regional director, traveled to 
Champaign to initiate the new members and install the chapter officers. The national 
secretary, Edna B. Johnson, along with a former national vice president, Jeanette Jones, 
also attended the initiation and installation ceremonies. The chapter members selected 
Anna Lois Walker as the first president, Edna Jones as vice president, Lila Benjamin as 
recording secretary, Carolyn Jackson as corresponding secretary, Camille King as 
treasurer, Alice Williams as journalist, and Clover Oliver as chaplain.267  
Clover Leola Oliver graduated from the University of Iowa in 1930 and enrolled 
at the U of I as a graduate student in 1932. While at the U of I, she studied chemistry. 
Born in Vicksburg, Mississippi, on January 17, 1909, Oliver later moved with her family 
to Chicago like many African American families who migrated from the South. Her 
father, Fulton J. Foote, was a mail carrier. Oliver likely became a member of Delta Sigma 
Theta through the Delta Chapter at the University of Iowa where she pursued her 
undergraduate studies. She, along with Anna Walker, spearheaded the efforts to charter 
the Alpha Nu Chapter. 
Anna Lois Walker was born in Indianapolis, Indiana, on December 29, 1913. Her 
father, William Walker, was a shipping clerk. She attended high school and college in 
Indianapolis before transferring to the U of I. While at the U of I, Walker, like her fellow 
charter member Alice Williams, majored in general studies in the College of Liberal Arts 
and Sciences, but she did not graduate. Already an undergraduate member of Delta, 
Walker became the first president of the newly established Alpha Nu Chapter. 
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Edna Marie Jones, vice president, was a sophomore when she was initiated. Born 
in Clariton, Pennsylvania, on March 9, 1909, Jones migrated to Chicago with her family. 
She, along with charter member Lila Benjamin, was a home economics student in the 
College of Agriculture. She graduated June 11, 1934, and helped charter the St. Louis 
graduate chapter. 
The only Champaign-native charter member of the Alpha Nu Chapter was 
Carolyn Jackson, and she was born January 25, 1913. She graduated from Champaign 
High School prior to matriculating at the U of I. She, along with her classmate and 
charter member Camille King, graduated with a B. S. in General Studies in the College of 
Liberal Arts and Sciences. Four of the seven charter members—Lila Benjamin, Edna 
Jones, Camille King, and Carolyn Jackson—received their baccalaureate degrees from 
the U of I. 
Some of the Alpha Nu Chapter’s earliest activities consisted of recruiting new 
members, establishing high academic standards, and connecting with other women’s 
groups on campus. They contributed to the YWCA’s finance campaign, where they had 
one hundred percent chapter participation.268 They also participated in women’s athletics 
where they competed with other sororities in tennis tournaments.269 During the fall 
semester of 1932, the chapter, composed of eleven members, maintained a 3.065 grade 
point average.270 The following spring semester, the chapter raised its collective average 
to 3.3098 with nine members.271  
                                                
268 Editorial, “Y.W.C.A. Finance Campaign Begins,” Daily Illini (Urbana, IL), October 9, 1932, 1. 
 
269 Editorial, “Evelyn Bachmann Announces Tennis Tourney Schedule,” Daily Illini (Urbana, IL), May 9, 
1933, 5. 
 
270 Editorial, “Sorority Scholastic Averages,” Daily Illini (Urbana, IL), March 26, 1933, 4. 
 158 
In November 1933, Alpha Nu Chapter initiated two new members—Claudine 
Henson of the class of 1934 and Leona Cain of the class of 1936.272 The same semester, 
the chapter (nine members) ranked seventh among the sororities on campus with a grade 
point average of 3.507.273 The following spring semester, they rose to third place with a 
3.776 chapter average.274 During this time, Alpha Nu Chapter did not have a sorority 
house, although they did have a chapter chaperone, Mrs. F. J. Leeke.275 
By 1935, the Alpha Nu Chapter fell inactive likely because all of the current 
members either graduated or left the University. The chapter was reestablished a couple 
years later. A Daily Illini article reveals, “Delta Sigma Theta, colored sorority inoperative 
for several years, was again granted University recognition by the committee.”276 By the 
fall of 1938, Alpha Nu Chapter had seven members and three pledges and appeared to be 
active again on campus. However, they still were not able to secure a chapter house. 
Another Defender article states, “Delta Sigma Theta is the only other Negro sorority on 
the campus. It, too, is a national organization, but, unlike the AKAs, does not yet have its 
own house. The seven members, under the presidency of Bertha Swindall, meet every 
two weeks at 406 East White [S]treet, Champaign…It is just beginning its fall rushing 
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campaign.”277 The Alpha Nu Chapter of Delta Sigma Theta withstood some challenging 
years during the 1930s, but it’s members weathered the storm and eventually secured a 
chapter house—the first in Delta Sigma Theta’s history of which the sorority would 
“assume complete responsibility for a campus residence”—in the 1950s.278 
NAACP and Sigma Gamma Rho Sorority 
 
African American students worked to establish a student chapter of the NAACP 
on campus in 1938. E. Frederick Morrow, national branch coordinator of the NAACP, 
came to campus as the guest speaker of the planning meeting to establish a student 
chapter. In a Chicago Defender article entitled “N.A.A.C.P. Unit Sought For U. of I.,” the 
author notes, “[e]stablishment of a branch of the N.A.A.C.P. on the campus of the 
University of Illinois was the main objective of Mr. Morrow’s presence here.”279 Albert 
Lee, chief clerk in the president’s office, was also in attendance and advised the students 
on parliamentary procedure. The meeting was held at Bethel AME, an African American 
church in Champaign. It is interesting to note that Alpha Kappa Alpha, as a national 
body, became a life member of the NAACP in March 1938.280 It is possible that African 
American women students—specifically the members of the Gamma Chapter—were 
following the lead of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc. in trying to establish a student 
chapter of the NAACP. However, for unknown reasons, the student chapter of the 
NAACP did not come to fruition at this time.   
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Similar to the NAACP, plans to establish a student chapter of Sigma Gamma Rho 
sorority would meet the same fate. A graduate member of the sorority made an 
unsuccessful attempt to charter an undergraduate chapter on campus. In 1931, Lois R. 
Gray wrote to Dean of Women Maria Leonard to follow up with her concerning a 
previous conversation on the matter. Gray states, “Last spring I talked with you about the 
organization of a chapter of the Sigma Gamma Rho Sorority among the colored girls at 
the University of Illinois. At that time you suggested that we cooperate with the 
Federation of Colored Women’s clubs of the state in establishing…homes for colored 
girls. We have found that to do this would be impossible.” As more sororities were 
established on campus, the ability to secure a sorority house became the vehicle by which 
women students could gain approval more quickly for their organizations. Without the 
numbers to acquire and sustain a house, the dean of women was less likely to approve a 
petition to establish a new sorority.  
In her letter, Gray informed Leonard that Sigma Gamma Rho would provide $100 
toward a down payment for a sorority house for the students if a chapter could be 
chartered. C. R. Frederick, secretary for the senate committee on student affairs—the 
governing body responsible for approving petitions for new student organizations—wrote 
to Gray with a lengthy, but direct response. He replies: 
At its meeting yesterday, the Senate Committee on Student [A]ffairs considered 
the matter of authorizing a chapter of Sigma Gamma Rho sorority here at the 
University of Illinois. We have canvassed the situation thoroughly, and after 
studying the results of our survey, have reached the decision that it would be 
inadvisable at the present time to charter another sorority here at the University. 
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Many of our present sororities are hard hit by the current depression, and while 
we should like to have Sigma Gamma Rho become a member of our Pan-Hellenic 
family, it seems that the establishment of the group here at the present time would 
be quite difficult. There is already one organization for colored girls here and it is 
having a rather hard time making both ends meet this year. If increased 
enrollment and economic conditions warrant another group next year, I assure you 
that the Committee will again take up the matter of granting Sigma Gamma Rho 
permission to establish a chapter here.281 
Essentially, the University maintained its position in strengthening the African American 
sorority that was already established on campus at the time—the Gamma Chapter of 
Alpha Kappa Alpha. 
Gamma Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority 
 
The activities of the Gamma Chapter continued to evolve to address the needs and 
concerns of African American students during the 1930s. The members of the chapter 
made concerted efforts to provide housing for more African American women students, 
along with promoting racial understanding and creating a social outlet for African 
American students on campus. Housing remained one of the most pressing issues 
confronting African American students, and parents, as well as other concerned 
constituents, spoke out explicitly on the subject. One writer for the Chicago Defender 
declares, “Although there are strict rules on the campus governing living conditions for 
women students, they do not seem to apply to women of our race. They can live where 
they please in the city and do pretty much as they please—except to live where other 
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women students live.” Furthermore, the writer states, “At one time a sorority house was 
located above a white barber shop, a condition that could not have been possible for a 
group of white women students who must submit to the strictest supervision.”282 One of 
the primary differences between the experiences of African American and white women 
students was the way in which their bodies, as well as their activities, were restricted by 
university officials. The University implemented policies and procedures governing 
where white women students could live, essentially providing a level of protection for 
them through close supervision. Since African American women students were not 
allowed to live with white women students in the university-sanctioned housing, they 
were left to their own devices in securing appropriate housing accommodations. This 
exclusion of African American women students provides another example of why the 
Gamma Chapter sorority house was pivotal in the recruitment and retention of African 
American women students at the U of I. 
After acquiring the sorority house, the Gamma Chapter hosted many events there 
to engage African American students in social and cultural activities. By the fall of 1929, 
Gamma Chapter had elected Celeste Emma Cantrell to serve as the chapter president for 
the 1929-30 school year. Among their first social activities for the fall semester, Gamma 
Chapter members held a Halloween party at their house.283 Just over one month later, 
they hosted a formal dance at the Knights of Pythias hall, where African American 
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students danced to music furnished by an African American orchestra.284 Celeste Cantrell 
ensured the chapter’s involvement both on campus and in the community. She was also 
the vice president of the Lyceum, an organization of high school and university students 
under the auspices of Bethel AME Church in Champaign.285 Cantrell graduated with 
honors from the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences in 1930, but died shortly thereafter 
from an extended illness in 1931.286  
Continuing into the 1930s, members of the Gamma Chapter mentored elementary 
and high school students in the Urbana-Champaign community. Specifically, they 
volunteered with the girl scouts of Willard School. In the spring of 1930, they helped 
organize a program for them, where the girl scouts were assisted by “Capt[ain] Jessadie 
Darden, Lieut[enant] Genevieve Powe, and the members of Alpha Kappa Alpha 
sorority.” The Parent Teachers Association participated as well, where they sold 
refreshments to attendees while members of the Gamma Chapter sang songs.287 Gamma 
Chapter members also held “personal conferences with high school girls” to assist and 
advise them in choosing their career paths.288 This activity aligned with Alpha Kappa 
Alpha’s Vocational Guidance Program, a national initiative to provide high school girls 
with vital information on vocational and professional development. 
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On campus, members of the Gamma Chapter remained active with the interracial 
commission of the YWCA. Jane Sadler, representative from the national YWCA 
headquarters, visited the campus to facilitate discussions concerning the “[N]egro student 
movement” occurring nationwide. She met with the executive board of the interracial 
commission, of which members of the Gamma Chapter were represented, to review their 
work for the year. In addition, she spoke directly with the Gamma Chapter about various 
issues they were facing on campus.289 
The 1930s was a decade of expanding opportunities for African American women 
students at the U of I. Although they had more gender and racial barriers to overcome, 
noticeable progress was made since the early 1900s. These students selected their course 
of study from a variety of options, including Sociology, Psychology, Music, Physical 
Education, English, and Architecture. Beverly L. Greene became the first African 
American woman to receive a degree in architectural engineering from the U of I.290 
They also participated in activities on campus that were otherwise closed to them prior to 
the late 1920s. Christabel Johnson, Gamma Chapter member, attended the annual 
Sophomore Cotillion sponsored by the sophomore class in 1931. She and Fitzeroy Young 
were the first African American students to attend this annual event.291 In addition, Sadie 
Crain became the first African American woman to be inducted into Orchesis National 
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Honorary Creative Dance society on campus in 1934.292 African Americans gained 
access to more honor societies—as well as other student organizations—and participated 
more noticeably in campus life during the 1930s. 
It is also noteworthy that African American women students traveled 
internationally during this decade. As a graduation present, Mary Ethel Anderson’s 
father, Forest Anderson, sent her on a three-month vacation to Europe accompanied by 
her mother and sister. A Chicago Defender article states, “Miss Ethel graduated from the 
University of Illinois June 16 with a [B]achelor of [A]rts degree. She is a member of the 
Gamma [C]hapter, Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority. The party will sail from New York July 
20 on the S. S. Olympic.”293  
To promote culture and the arts, the Gamma Chapter sponsored a musical comedy 
entitled “I Love Barbara,” which was written, directed, and musically composed by 
chapter members. They comprised the entire cast, both male and female roles. In 
addition, the musical consisted of a dancing chorus, which the attendees, though modest 
in number, found entertaining.294 Along similar lines, the Gamma Chapter presented a 
program for the Lyceum, a play written by Mary Louise Hursey, Lizzie Davis, and 
Marion Johnson. The play was an explanation of the Alpha Kappa Alpha national health 
project.”295 These programs aligned with the activities of many Alpha Kappa Alpha 
sorority chapters across the country, which focused on presenting the accomplishments of 
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African American artists and cultivating an appreciation for their artistic abilities. In 
addition, members of Alpha Kappa Alpha designed these programs to help “improve 
interracial understanding and promote good will” on college campuses and in their 
respective communities.296 
In 1932, Gamma Chapter also held its annual Vocational Guidance Program at 
Bethel AME Church. Leo Patton, a member of Kappa Alpha Psi fraternity, spoke about 
“the advantages of a higher education in the practical rather than the professional side of 
life.” Alpha Rogers, member of Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority, spoke about “the role that 
women play in the profession of library science,” and Lizzie Davis, member of the 
Gamma Chapter, discussed “opportunities for profession in Champaign-Urbana.” The 
Black National Anthem, as well as the Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority hymn, were sung.297 
The Gamma Chapter continued to facilitate programs on vocational guidance throughout 
the 1930s. In 1934, the program was held at Luke CME Church. The father of Sadie 
Crain, Gamma Chapter member, was the current pastor. A U of I professor in the College 
of Education—Professor Dolch—gave a talk on education at the program. Audrey 
Benton, Gamma Chapter president, was the mistress of ceremony.298 In 1938, the 
vocational guidance program was given at Salem Baptist Church in Champaign. A high 
school student who wrote the best essay entitled “My Chosen Profession” received a 
                                                
296 Marjorie Parker, Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, 1908-1958 (Washington, D.C.: Alpha Kappa Alpha 
Sorority, Inc., 1958), 29. 
 
297 Marian Johnson, “Gamma Chapter’s Calendar of Events,” Ivy Leaf (Braddock, PA), September 1932, 
10. 
 
298 Marion Divers, “Maywood, IL,” Defender (Chicago, IL), May 26, 1934, 21. 
 
 167 
prize. Members of other black Greek-letter organizations—Alpha Phi Alpha, Kappa 
Alpha Psi, and Delta Sigma Theta—participated in the program as well.299  
Although African American women students at the U of I gained access to more 
opportunities during the 1930s, they also faced some challenges. A startling event 
occurred at the Gamma Chapter house in 1932. Allegedly, a white male student 
burglarized the house and stole money from some of the chapter members. An Urbana 
Courier article reports the event at length: 
A burglar entered the Alpha Kappa Alpha house, 1201 West Stoughton [S]treet, 
this city, at about 3:30 o’clock this morning, and got away with $25 in money. 
The organization is a colored sorority and one of the members, Miss Beatrice 
Bell, saw the intruder and is able to give a description of him. He is a white man, 
about 5 feet 10 inches tall and appeared to be about 23 years old, but she could 
not see his features clearly as he kept one of his hands over his mouth…Miss Bell 
says she was awakened by the man shaking her. ‘You come and go with me,’ she 
says he commanded. Miss Bell says she was so terrified that she was speechless 
and was able only to whisper ‘You go away.’ The man did not molest her further 
and left the room, whereupon she tried to give the alarm but couldn’t because of 
fright. Her roommate, Alene Martin, heard her trying to talk, but thought she was 
muttering in her sleep and paid no attention. It was 5:30 before Miss Bell could 
recover her speech and tell what happened…Miss Mary Langford, it was 
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discovered then, had been robbed of $20 and several others had lost small 
amounts aggregating $5.300  
The Daily Illini published this comment about the same event: “About $25 in cash 
belonging to members was the loot of a thief who entered the Alpha Kappa Alpha 
sorority house, 1201 West Stoughton [S]treet, Urbana, early yesterday morning. Entrance 
was gained through a kitchen window between 12:30 and 3:30 o’clock.”301 Other 
newspaper reports indicated that the chapter house was burglarized again a month later, 
whereupon the house matron shot at the intruder several times, but missed. The burglar 
gained entrance to the house through the same window as the previous robbery. The 
suspect was connected purportedly to a rash of robberies in Urbana.302 However, Justice 
of the Peace J. J. Reynolds acquitted the student suspected of the break-ins at the Gamma 
Chapter house subsequently.303 
Aside from the burglaries, the Gamma Chapter faced other pressing issues 
concerning the sorority house. The economic depression of the 1930s imposed a financial 
hardship on many of the chapter members, where maintaining the expenses and repairs of 
the house proved a constant burden. Maintaining sorority houses at predominantly white, 
large, Midwestern universities was a paramount concern for all African American 
sororities. An article in the Ivy Leaf magazine revealed, “it looked as if Gamma chapter 
house was doomed. This was the situation in spite of its very auspicious beginnings, 
when interested University officials, sympathetic townspeople, and devoted former 
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Gamma members now graduated or living away from Urbana-Champaign, had united 
their efforts with the eager girls in their venture to have a home on Illinois campus.”304 
Membership in the Gamma Chapter began to dwindle as African American women 
students sought higher education at other less expensive institutions with better living 
conditions.  
The Gamma Chapter house was in need of much repair. It had shoddy windows, a 
broken furnace, and tattered mattresses, among other issues. However, Gamma Chapter 
members and other interested parties worked diligently to keep the house open, as it was 
the primary residence for African American women students. Alice McGee, U of I, and 
Gamma Chapter alumnae requested that the national body of Alpha Kappa Alpha provide 
support for the sorority house. She was the central regional director of Alpha Kappa 
Alpha at the time. The national body “gave financial aid to Gamma House in the form of 
a loan. This loan, and additional aid given in subsequent years, were preliminary steps in 
the development of a national project on Undergraduate Housing set-up in the early 
fifties.’305 
Alice McGee, along with other interested alumnae members, formed a committee 
to save the chapter house. University officials supported this endeavor as well, 
considering the increased strain losing the house would impose on an already distressed 
housing problem. The Gamma House committee secured the necessary funds to save and 
repair the chapter house. In 1935, the housing crisis appeared to be resolved, as 
membership increased and seventeen women were living in the chapter house. With 
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better living conditions, it was the mission of the committee to ensure that Gamma 
Chapter members could focus more on academic achievement and civic engagement.306 
Gamma alumnae became more involved in monitoring the current chapter members’ 
academic progress. They appointed a scholarship chairman whose “special duty” was to 
encourage high scholarship. Additionally, alumnae provided “special instruction…for the 
benefit of any weak student.” As a result, Gamma Chapter members experienced a 
marked increase in their chapter grade point average.307  
In spite of their housing situation, Gamma Chapter members remained involved 
on and off campus. The chapter “sent six delegates to the Youth Conference that 
convened at Champaign-Urbana…for the purpose of making life richer and fuller for 
Negro students on the campus.” The chapter also hosted “a series of four Sunday 
afternoon literary and musical programs at local churches.”308 On campus, the Gamma 
Chapter played a primary role in planning and implementing a “peace meeting.” They 
had a representative on the executive committee and co-sponsored what became an 
Armistice Day Program held on campus.309 In 1937, the Gamma Chapter donated money 
to provide relief for victims of the Ohio River flood, a flood that devastated many 
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communities and placed ninety percent of Louisville under water.310 Last, but not least, 
the Gamma Chapter sponsored a program at the Champaign Junior High School for the 
Negro History Club. Gamma Chapter members asked the students questions and 
facilitated a discussion pertaining to notable African American figures.311  
Within Alpha Kappa Alpha, Gamma Chapter supported the foreign fellowship 
award with a five-dollar donation, the amount asked of undergraduate chapters. Graduate 
chapters were asked to donate ten dollars. The foreign fellowship award was given every 
year to a sorority member who achieved high scholastic standards for one year of study at 
an international university. This fellowship was partially inspired by the educational 
experiences of Dr. Anna Julia Cooper at the University of Paris-Sorbonne, and among its 
earliest recipients was the renowned scholar and educator, Dr. Merze Tate.312 
Gamma Chapter continued to sponsor social activities for African American 
students on campus. The chapter held a St. Patrick’s Day party for its members and 
pledges, as well as a benefit carnival.313 The chapter also continued to host its Founders’ 
Day celebrations.314 In 1938, the Ivy Leaf pledge club held its annual Thanksgiving 
basket party, where any student who brought a can or a pound of food was admitted. The 
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cans and other food items were used to create Thanksgiving baskets, which were 
distributed on Thanksgiving Day.315  
While they were affiliated technically with the fraternities and sororities, the 
pledge clubs organized a separate organization to host their own events on campus. They 
called themselves “The Little Greeks.” Consisting of the members of the pledge clubs of 
Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority and Alpha Phi Alpha and Kappa Alpha Psi fraternities, the 
members sought to promote “a better spirit of cooperation and a greater unity among the 
Negro Student Body on the Illinois Campus.” They planned a musical comedy called 
“The Life of a College Kid, which was written by the Little Greeks and “dedicated the 
Fraters and Sorors.”316  The Little Greeks also hosted a formal dance for the 
upperclassmen in the upper parlors of the Woman’s Building.317  
One of the largest events organized by the Gamma Chapter was Alpha Kappa 
Alpha’s central regional conference in 1936.318 The meetings of the conference were held 
primarily at the McKinley Foundation on Fifth and Daniel streets in Champaign. Alice 
McGee, alumna, presided over the conference as regional director. Helen Payne and 
Louise Clifton, members of the Gamma Chapter, served as the general conference 
chairman and co-chairman, respectively. Helen Payne was also the conference secretary. 
Irene Pierson, assistant dean of women at the U of I, spoke at the conference on “AKA 
and the Community.” A report detailing the support the Gamma Chapter received from 
members of the Gamma Alumni Association was given. Albert Lee and former U of I 
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President David Kinley were recognized at a formal dinner given during the conference 
to honor them for their roles in helping secure the Gamma House.319 At a subsequent 
central regional conference, Geraldine George gave a presentation entitled the 
“Relationship of Sorors in Undergraduate Chapters to the Community.” That conference 
was held in Terre Haute, Indiana.320 
Along with their campus, community, and internal sorority participation, the 
Gamma Chapter maintained high academic standards. One of Gamma Chapter’s crown 
jewels was Marian Margaret Singleton. Born in Kansas City, Kansas, she attended the 
University of Kansas for one year before transferring to the U of I in 1935. She enrolled 
in the College of Agriculture, majoring in household science with a focus in nutrition and 
dietetics. After her first semester at the U of I with a course load of seventeen hours, she 
earned a perfect 5.0 grade point average. She completed three perfect exams throughout 
the semester and received a perfect score on her final exam for quantitative chemistry.321  
Marian Singleton was initiated into the Gamma Chapter in the spring of 1936 and 
was elected immediately after as the house manager. In 1937, she became the president of 
the Gamma Chapter, while maintaining her involvement in other campus activities. 
While on campus, she participated in several organizations and honor societies, including 
Alpha Kappa Delta, Phi Kappa Phi, Iota Sigma Pi, and the YWCA. She also participated 
in the Women’s Athletic Association her junior and senior years and served on the 
Honors Day committee her junior year. She served as president of Cenacle, U of I’s first 
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honor society for the celebration of black achievement in the arts and letters. She was 
also the editor of Omicron Nu, U of I’s home economics club.322  
In 1938, Singleton graduated from the U of I with high honors in the top three 
percent of her class as the first African American female bronze tablet scholar. For her 
outstanding academic achievement, Singleton received the University Scholarship Key. 
Her accomplishments were published in the Ivy Leaf: “Gamma is indeed proud to have as 
one of her members—Soror Mari[a]n Singleton—the first Negro woman to have her 
name placed upon the Bronze Tablet in the corridors of the Main Library of the 
University of Illinois. This is Soror Singleton’s reward for having maintained an ‘A’ 
average during her attendance at this University…After her graduation in June Soror 
Singleton will begin her internship at the Flint Goodridge Hospital of Dillard University 
New Orleans, Louisiana.”323  
The 1930s was an important decade of achievement for the Gamma Chapter, 
considering that the national president and the two directors of the central region—of 
which Illinois was a part—were all graduates of the U of I. Maudelle Brown Bousfield, 
first African American woman graduate, was elected as national president of Alpha 
Kappa Alpha from 1929 to 1931. Althea Merchant Simmons and Alice McGee Smart 
were regional directors from 1927 to 1930 and 1934 to 1937, respectively. Aside from 
their achievements within Alpha Kappa Alpha, Gamma Chapter members promoted race 
consciousness and high academic achievement both on campus and in the African 
American Urbana-Champaign community. Indeed, they contributed to a more racially 
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tolerant and democratic campus culture for future generations of African American 
students at the University of Illinois. 
YWCA-Interracial Commission  
 
By the 1930s, African American students made headway in their participation in 
student life, although there were many concerns that still needed to be addressed. The 
campus student newspaper, the Daily Illini, published some editorials that appeared to be 
understanding and appreciative of the cause of African American students and their 
accomplishments. Yet, students still faced discrimination in classes, ROTC, local 
restaurants, and theaters. The interracial commission sought to address these issues by 
facilitating a number of programs, which drew the attention of interested constituents 
nationwide.  
The interracial commission continued to promote mutual respect and 
understanding among students throughout the 1930s. The purpose of the commission was 
to “strengthen bonds between whites and [N]egroes and break down barriers between 
races.”324 African American women students remained a vital asset to the YWCA in 
accomplishing this mission. They took a stronger stance against prejudice and 
discrimination in the 1930s than they did in the 1920s. The interracial commission held a 
student forum at the McKinley Foundation in the spring of 1930 of which the 
presentations during the program focused on “areas of conflict” and “fallacies” 
concerning interracial relations. A round-table discussion followed the presentations of 
which the program attendees could participate. In addition, the interracial commission 
hosted Dr. C. V. Roman of Fisk University and Meharry Medical College as the guest 
                                                
324 Editorial, “Inter-racial Group Meets to Take Action,” Daily Illini (Urbana, IL), December 1, 1932, 1. 
 
 176 
speaker at the all-university service. Hundreds gathered in the auditorium to hear Dr. 
Roman’s lecture. “After his lecture he was congratulated by people of both races. Under 
the auspices of the Y.M.C.A. and Y.W.C.A. one Race speaker [was] invited to address 
the congregation at the all-university service every year.”325 Several African American 
students helped in implementing these programs.326 
Another program the interracial commission sponsored was a dinner and 
reception for students, faculty, and administrators. One Chicago Defender article 
suggests, 
This event [was] outstanding not only because the Negro and faculty elements 
were well represented, but also the campus leaders. President Harry Woodburn 
Chase of the university was the principal speaker…From all indications these two 
events have done more toward the fostering of better relations between the races 
than anything in the last few years. They have attracted public attention and 
comment. They have awakened an indifferent student body to the many social 
injustices that the Negro on the campus must face. It may be that the sincere plea 
of a liberal president who hails from the South has demanded such 
consideration.327 
By 1933, African American students began organizing to host an interracial 
conference at the U of I. They wanted to make concrete plans to improve the condition of 
African American students on campus. A Chicago Defender article notes, “The purpose 
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of this conference would be to organize definite plans to alleviate interracial conditions 
on the campus. Members of the forum suggested various methods for the attack of this 
situation…The fact that colored students are not allowed to participate in advanced 
military, and basketball, and that they are segregated in the theaters was discussed. A 
conference would attempt to activate methods of solution of this problem rather than 
have a discussion from which merely theories but not action develop.”328  
African American students were beginning to take a stronger position against 
prejudice and discrimination. One African American male student summed up the general 
sentiment of black students on campus: 
At present we have a case ready for action—that of the Illinois union of the 
university which emphatically stated that it could not accept Negro men in the 
dormitories…Although Colored students may eat in the college cafeteria, they 
may not eat in near-Campus places or the town shops…It behooves us as students 
in this great institution to use a more determined and aggressive effort to place 
ourselves in a position to occupy the minds of our intelligent thinking American 
citizens.329 
Through the interracial commission and black Greek-letter organizations, African 
American students pursued several avenues to accomplish their goals of racial equality on 
campus. One of these efforts was the interracial conference held in 1933. 
During the interracial conference, African American students and supporters 
probed the major issues concerning race at the U of I. A Chicago Defender article notes, 
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“The meeting called by a committee representing the interracial commission of the 
university Young Men’s and Young Women’s Christian associations, brought out the 
most serious discussion on problems of race relations ever held at the school, according 
to many students and members of the faculty who took part.” The article further states,  
It was at the Sunday morning meeting that it became apparent that the students at 
the University of Illinois had decided upon a real campaign…The 
recommendations [adopted by the executive committee] included canvassing of 
all fraternity and sorority houses to find out definitely if white students are 
responsible for the discrimination against Race students; to hold an interracial 
week at the University of Illinois some time during the month of May to acquaint 
students and faculty with the fact that there is a large group of American citizens 
about whom they know nothing; to carry on a program of ‘education’ of white 
students through the medium of the campus press, and, finally, to take steps to 
have a course added to the curriculum which would deal specifically with race 
relations.330 
The article goes on to state that these “race students” had a very outspoken attitude about 
their concerns. One of the students declared, “We hope to obtain an adjustment of these 
things by peaceful means, but whether we succeed or fail in this, we are going to wipe 
out these objectionable features from the University of Illinois campus.”331 
After the interracial conference ended, African American students began to see 
structural changes concerning race relations on campus. The Interfraternity Council 
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decided to admit African American fraternities, which previously had been excluded. 
Byford Bain, chairman of the interracial commission asserted, “the admission of [N]egro 
fraternities into the council is another step toward a better understanding and fellowship 
between [N]egro and white.” Further, he opines, “I believe it represents a stage in the 
evolution of race relationships on the campus of the University…It seems to me that if 
[N]egro fraternities are under the regulations of the Interfraternity council, they should 
rightfully be admitted into the council.”332 The efforts toward racial equality by African 
American students, as well as sympathetic white students, were starting to make a 
difference in changing the climate of student life. 
Essentially, the African American students during the 1930s took a more 
aggressive stance toward ending racial prejudice and discrimination on campus. They 
understood their role in advancing the cause of African American students at the U of I, 
as well as laying the groundwork for subsequent generations of African American 
students to continue the fight for racial equality and social justice. One African American 
male student captured the essence of “race students” when he stated with conviction and 
pride: 
We are faced with a fight for ‘equality, liberty and fraternity,’ the watchwords of 
the suppressed that shook the thrones of the world…We are seeking to permeate a 
democratic spirit and to solicit a fostering of world-mindedness. We desire to see 
interracial mindedness as a part of world mindedness. There are only 100 of us to 
battle a population of 40,000 and a study body of 10,000; therefore, we need the 
cooperation of other forces…We pledge ourselves to fight relentlessly and beg for 
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international succor in our justified cause. In behalf of the future Negro Illini, I 
remain, sincerely, James Thurman E. Denny…University of Illinois.333  
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Chapter 6 
 Conclusion 
Scholars like Mabel Newcomer and Barbara Solomon provided the foundational 
book-length studies of a general history of women’s higher education. With an allowance 
for the source considerations available, Newcomer’s 1959 study concentrated on the 
northeastern women’s institutions, while Solomon’s 1985 analysis expanded the range of 
institutions studied, focusing primarily on issues of access for different populations of 
women.334 Marion Cuthbert, Ina Bolton, and Jeanne Noble’s work in the 1940s and 
1950s—although primarily sociological in nature—predated the work of Linda Perkins 
and Stephanie Evans, who refreshed historical interpretations of black women in higher 
education.335 Other scholars who have studied particular periods and specific concerns—
Margaret Nash, Lynn Gordon, Helen Horowitz, Linda Eisenmann, Stephanie Shaw, 
among many others—have contributed indispensably to the growing body of literature on 
women’s educational history.336 Yet, as Eisenmann concludes, “[t]hese individual 
contributions seem not yet ready to cohere into a fuller story that blends the variety of 
populations, institutions, and purposes of U.S. higher education.”337 
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It is here that this study makes a contribution to educational history, African 
American history, and women’s history. African American women students between 
1901 and 1939 left an indelible mark on the University of Illinois campus. During each of 
the four periods examined, these students promoted democratic ideals while advancing 
the cause of African American women at the U of I. They understood the privileged place 
they occupied as African American women pursuing higher education during this period 
of segregation and racial violence. Nonetheless, they sought to improve race relations and 
promote black culture on campus, while simultaneously pushing for access and equitable 
representation in student life. 
The first group of African American women students between 1901 and 1914 
made high academic achievement a top priority. Though few in number, their intellectual 
accomplishments, coupled with their racial uplift work, furnished evidence of their racial 
and social consciousness. Of the eighteen known African American women who attended 
the U of I by the spring of 1914, eight graduated from higher education institutions 
earning baccalaureate degrees—six graduated from the U of I, one graduated from 
Columbia University, and one graduated from Lake Forest College. Perhaps, some of 
these students transferred and graduated from other universities. However, from the 
available records, at least forty-four percent of the women graduated who attended the U 
of I during this period. This is significant considering that during the first decade of the 
twentieth century, roughly two-thirds of the general student population did not graduate 
or matriculate past two years. Not only did many of these women graduate, but they also 
pursued advanced degrees. Maudelle Brown earned an M.A. degree from the University 
of Chicago, Eva Jackson pursued an M.A. degree from the U of I, and Eslanda (Essie) 
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Goode pursued a Ph.D. from Columbia University. Surely, these women valued higher 
education. 
Racial progress and uplift was also a paramount concern. As the national 
president of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc., Maudelle Brown Bousfield engaged in 
social justice projects, while continuously providing support for African American 
women students at the U of I. Annie Laurie Anderson participated in racial uplift work as 
the president of the Illinois Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs and as the state 
organizer for the Anti-Lynching Crusaders. Last, but not least, Essie Goode Robeson 
traveled extensively both domestically and internationally as a freedom fighter for 
oppressed people worldwide. These women used their position as members of the black, 
educated elite to champion issues concerning race and gender. 
The second group of African American women students between 1914 and 1919 
concentrated their efforts on securing formal university recognition and recruiting more 
African American women to the U of I. They established the Gamma Chapter of Alpha 
Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc.—the first registered student organization on campus for 
African American women—that helped to cultivate their sense of agency and provided a 
conduit for their leadership development. Twelve African American women enrolled as 
freshmen in the fall of 1914 alone, which was higher than the total number of African 
American women enrolled among all classes the previous year. Through the Gamma 
Chapter, African American women students sought to secure adequate housing 
accommodations, provide a social and cultural outlet for black students, and set high 
academic standards. Of the twenty-five known African American women who 
matriculated between the fall of 1914 and the spring of 1919, thirteen graduated from 
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higher education institutions, representing a slightly higher percentage (52%) than the 
first group of African American woman students. 
The second group of African American women students also sought to improve 
race relations on campus and expand access to student organizations otherwise closed to 
black women. This group challenged a white matron who attempted to segregate a dining 
room on campus. They wrote to an African American politician in Chicago to address the 
university administration. Consequently, President James apologized for the incident and 
ensured the students that it was not a university policy. African American women 
students also participated in student athletics for the first time during the period between 
1914 and 1919. Mary Glendora Gaines, member of the Gamma Chapter, played on the 
women’s basketball team during her sophomore through senior years. She also played 
baseball. She is the U of I’s first black female student athlete. 
The third group of African American women students between 1919 and 1929 
championed the idea of expansion both in their courses of study and their organizational 
participation. They pursued degrees not just in the colleges of Agriculture and Liberal 
Arts and Sciences, but they also matriculated in the colleges of Education, Fine and 
Applied Arts, and Commerce. High academic standards continued to be a central 
objective of the Gamma Chapter. In 1919, the chapter held the highest grade point 
average among all sororities on campus. Among the seventy-six students for which I have 
graduation statistics, forty-four (58%) graduated from higher education institutions, an 
increase from the first and second group of African American women students. 
The interracial commission of the YWCA became a primary conduit through 
which African American women students engaged in race uplift work. Through the 
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interracial commission, they promoted mutual respect and peaceful race relations on 
campus. They gave speeches at local white churches about issues concerning black 
women, as well as organized intercultural banquets and programs throughout the 1920s 
and 1930s. Along with their activities on the interracial commission, African American 
women students helped to create the first black student publication at the U of I called 
The College Dreamer. This publication highlighted black academic achievement across 
the nation and addressed concerns pertaining specifically to African American students, 
which ultimately helped to unite African American students in higher education. The 
College Dreamer was recognized as a major accomplishment for African American 
students. 
Concerning housing, members of the Gamma Chapter secured their first official 
sorority house in 1928. After acquiring the house during the following school year in 
1929, fifty-four African American women were enabled to enroll at the U of I, the largest 
enrollment in the University’s history. Members of the Gamma Chapter, along with 
sympathetic university officials, recruited more African American women to campus to 
live in the sorority house. Despite encountering opposition from local white residents, 
African American women students lived in the house at 1201 West Stoughton for over 
thirty years. 
The activities of the fourth group of African American women students during the 
Great Depression decade between 1929 and 1939 represent a culmination of the activities 
of the first three groups. They sought to expand organizational participation and 
educational opportunity, as well as engage in race uplift work. African American women 
students helped to establish three new student organizations during this period—the 
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Illinois Intercollegiate Club, Cenacle, and the Alpha Nu Chapter of Delta Sigma Theta 
sorority—and attempted to charter a chapter of Sigma Gamma Rho sorority and the 
NAACP. They also desegregated some of the white student organizations.  
Almost double the number of African American women who attended the U of I 
in the 1920s matriculated during the 1930s. Among the more than 140 African American 
women students, seventy-six students have detailed, available records. Among the 
seventy-six students, at least forty-four graduated from college. Marian Margaret 
Singleton became the first African American woman bronze tablet scholar in 1938, 
setting a higher standard for academic achievement among African American women on 
campus, particularly the members of the Gamma Chapter. This period also marks the 
time when the earliest African American women students began sending their sons and 
daughters to the U of I. 
 Concerning racial uplift, African American women students mentored elementary 
and high school girls on vocational guidance and promoted black culture through 
sponsoring plays and musicals. They helped to facilitate an Armistice Day program on 
campus to promote international peace. Through the YWCA’s interracial commission, 
they hosted one “race speaker” every year at the all-university service, as well as 
sponsored an interracial conference to discuss controversial topics concerning race 
relations on campus. These African American women students were making a conscious 
effort to affect change and cultivate a more democratic environment for students at the U 
of I. 
More than a century past the first known African American women to enroll at the 
University of Illinois, one can delineate the integral role African American women 
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played in setting a standard for high academic achievement and creating a more 
democratic atmosphere at the University. From 1901 to 1914, African American women 
students, few in number, navigated the University’s racially- and gender-isolating 
environment with minimal institutional support. Yet, Maudelle Brown excelled 
academically becoming the first African American woman graduate of the U of I in 1906. 
She was recalled to the University in the 1960s to be inducted into Phi Beta Kappa, one 
of the most prestigious, collegiate honor societies. Her life as a prominent educator and 
activist inspired the University of Illinois to recognize her legacy by naming its newest 
dormitory—Bousfield Hall—in her honor. Between 1914 and 1919, African American 
women students laid the foundation for their engagement and participation in student life 
by establishing the Gamma Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha. In 2014, the University 
recognized the chapter’s centennial anniversary by dedicating and naming a lounge after 
the chapter in Bousfield Hall—the Gamma Chapter Centennial Lounge. Between 1929 
and 1939, African American women students impacted the campus and community in 
meaningful ways. Any student who walks down the halls of the University’s main library 
can see the bronze tablet that bears Marian Margaret Singleton’s name as a result of her 
high academic achievement in 1938. In the Champaign community, local residents can 
drive down Honorary Erma Bridgewater Way, a street named after a 1937 African 
American woman graduate who, for more than a half century, championed the cause of 
racial progress in the Urbana-Champaign community.  
The earliest African American students planted seeds that germinated with 
subsequent groups of African American students. During the Civil Rights-Black Power 
years, students continued the fight for social justice initiated by the students who 
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matriculated before them. Discrimination in student housing, university curriculum, 
fraternal councils, and student government were not products of the Civil Rights-Black 
Power years. Rather, they were issues that African American students, specifically 
women students, sought to address at the turn of the twentieth century when they began 
matriculating at the University of Illinois. 
Borrowing from Thomas Woody, black women’s educational history remains one 
of the “fields that are white.”338 New interpretations—and new ways of examining 
traditional interpretations—are sorely needed in providing a more comprehensive 
understanding of black women’s experiences in higher education. Extensive historical 
research has yet to be conducted on black women, as a collective, who earned doctorates 
and their personal and professional life choices post-graduation. Other areas ripe for 
historical investigation are the legacies of black women faculty and administrators, and 
institutional histories on black women’s schools. Perhaps the most transformative task of 
black women’s historians is to reinterpret the entire landscape of women’s educational 
history in general—from the colonial era to the present—with black women at the center 
of analysis in understanding how education was made possible for women overall. 
Revisionism enables historians, and indeed, challenges historians to think in 
transformative ways that will allow us to gain new insights and move educational history 
as a field in new directions. 
 
 
 
 
                                                
338 Thomas Woody, “Fields That Are White,” History of Education Journal 2 (1950): 2-17. 
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